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Their fate is decided on the dark world — 
118,000 light years deep in the intercosmos... 
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It is the year 2113 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans. Not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket ship — 
the prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. Of course the men of Sol 
had important assistance to aid their task — if we consider the Arkonide 
Khrest, the energy being on Wanderer, Atlan, Harno, the Swoons, and 
Pucky the mousebeaver! — yet this task could never have been 
accomplished without the selfless, sacrificing help of all who carried in 
their hearts a longing for the stars. 


The intercosmic void between the galaxies-has brought a new threat which 
now confronts all responsible leaders with an almost insurmountable 
problem: how to combat an aggressor whose spaceships are almost 
indestructible ? 


The severely wounded commander of a light cruiser reaches the tracking 
satellite, MASO VI, the new Fleet headquarters on the edge of the Milky 
Way. His startling report launches a new operation against the marauding 
Posbis of the intergalactic abyss. 


The THEODORICH takes off on a long-range flight, and THE GUNS OF 
EVERBLACK wait for their opponent... ! 
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THINGS LOOK VERY BLACK FOR THESE ADVENTURERS! 


Perry Rhodan — the First Administrator proves that to be human is to err. 
Atlan — the Imperator thinks somebody should “watch the shop.” 
Dr. Anztan — the Galactic Medical Master meets a split personality. 


Pucky — one thing the mousebeaver can’t stand is a distress call from a 
Posbi. 


Allan D Mercant — the Solar Marshal has a head of his own. 
Jefe Claudrin — cmdr of the THEODORICH. 

Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s 2nd-in-command makes a dry run. 
Maj. Jerry Fielplan — his report launches the mission. 

John Marshall — the Mutant Corps leader is promoted. 

Maj. Turner — Commando leader and pilot of the Gazelle. 
Maj. Atlig — cmdr of the LONDON. 

Kono Matele — space-jet pilot. 


Harlek — this little Zitroosian is too apt a pupil of Pucky! 


WORLDS OF DARKNESS 


A terrible roaring sound startled me out of my sleep. 


Harlek was standing at the shower stall of my cabin. Angrily, I looked 
across at my new servant who had been assigned to me by Perry Rhodan to 
replace an untrustworthy robot. Rhodan was of the opinion that a harmless 
fellow like Harlek could never think of endangering me. Those were the 
surface facts of the case, but be had failed to mention Harlek’s racial 
peculiarities. 


I turned on my side, determined to sleep for at least another hour. The 
tumult of bustling activity on board the Terran tracking satellite was getting 
on my nerves. Here on the MASO VI, the humans were again developing a 
spirit of enterprise that was too much for even an Arkonide Imperator to 
bear. 


Another thunderous outburst brought me to my elbows in new irritation. 


Harlek had stretched out his 18-inch prehensile tongue and placed it under 
the hot shower. As a result, his bass braying shook the mounting frame of 
my viewscreen. 


“Stop it!” I roared above the din. “Harlek—shut up!” 


Whereupon the native of Zitroos pulled in his tongue. Since it had been 
naturally created for the purpose of catching insects and other small 
creatures, I was puzzled as to why be preferred to stick the sensitive organ 
under steaming hot water. Measuring slightly over 4 feet in height, the 
Zitroosian came toward me mumbling in pain, while his blue pelt dripped 
water behind him. With one protruding eye be looked back at the shower, 
and with the other be looked at me. His movable, spoon-shaped ears were 
trembling. 


The last yard or so be managed on all fours. At my pneumatic bunk-bed be 
raised up and with his clammy tongue began to investigate the sheet. I went 
under the covers. 


“Class!” droned Harlek’s deep bass appreciatively. 


I hated this word, which he bad acquired from Pucky the mouse-beaver. 
Apparently he found the expression to be as fascinating as the hot water. 


“I want to shower!” I fairly snarled at him. “Where is the bath towel? 


There’s no hot-air dryer in here.” 


Harlek interlaced his furry 6-fingered paws reflectively while turning his 
stalky eyes toward the ceiling. “Make self wet?” he rumbled. 


“Yes, get wet. My wash towel...” 


Harlek turned about without a word and I looked down at his flexible tail, 
the end of which resembled a 3-bladed propeller. This useful apparatus was 
provided for defense against gnats and other biting insects. Before I could 
get up, the organic turbine started to rotate its rather disarranged air scoops, 
and I was sprayed with cold drops of water. Harlek was still blowing when 
I scrambled to safety. The humming of his strange propeller was louder 
than the air-conditioning fan. 


But finally I reached the shower stall. Now Harlek revealed his better 
qualities. He charged about the room with an insatiable eagerness to serve, 
while hauling out three fresh uniforms. He hastily licked my feet and then 
bellowed again because the water was still hot. 


I felt that my nerves were slowly getting to the breaking point. The events 
of the past three months had worn me down. Even Perry Rhodan seemed 
wor to a skeleton under his burdens. I myself had become emaciated, 
which I noticed with sullen concern as I saw my reflection in the mirror. 


Harlek dried me off. “Breakfast, eh?” he asked. His see-sawing larynx 
might best have been called a thunder-box. 


I stroked his round, furry head, tweaked his ears and nodded at him. He 
was a lovable and fairly intelligent creature, but I still wondered if Perry 
hadn’t given me a mis-deal on this one. Under other circumstances, Harlek 
would have amused me, but at present his little tricks were very upsetting. 
To maintain my composure, I resorted to self-diagnosis. 


Apathetically I choked down the synthetic food that was a standard on the 
MASO VI. Harlek had managed to scrounge up two Terran hen’s eggs, 
which he had probably stolen from the supply larder with Pucky’s help. 
The soft-boiled eggs put me off my guard. When I opened them 
expectantly, I realized that somebody had played a joke on me. The eggs 
were also synthetic. 


I scolded my innocent servant, complained about “ersatz” chickens, and 
especially maligned our present supply officers, who insisted on filling the 
provisioning holds with artificial concentrates. In the old Arkonide fleet, it 
would have been unheard of to serve the higher officers synthetic food. But 
among the Terrans, when it came to nutritional matters, every man received 
equal treatment-from the Administrator down to the least flunky 


technician. 


I pondered over this for a while, finally realizing that these and other 
characteristics had given humans their strength. I was ashamed of myself 
for my momentary petulance. I still ate my breakfast somewhat listlessly 
but without further complaint. 


Harlek meanwhile performed a balancing act by trying to sit on the 
splayed-out blades of his propeller tail. When I chuckled at him, the little 
rascal jumped into my lap. 


“Perry called you,” he reported. 
“What about?” 
“Don’t known I said you must sleep—must watch over you.” 


I dodged Harlek’s ready tongue, patted him on the back, and set him on the 
floor. In the same instant the visiphone rang. The call signal appeared on 
the screen. Harlek jumped across the room and placed a paw on the 
answering switch. When I nodded to him, he straightened his posture. For 
him it was a solemn ritual to operate an apparatus he had come to 
understand. 


“Yes, who is there?” he brayed excitedly into the microphone. 


The officer on the screen winced at the volume. I had to laugh, unable to be 
angry with the Zitroosian at the moment. The duty officer ignored the 
question and nodded a greeting to me. 


When I got up and went over to the screen, Perry Rhodan appeared in the 
optical field of vision. His lean face seemed to be relaxed and his gray eyes 
revealed no sign of emotion, yet from long experience with him I knew that 
his bearing was a mask to conceal his inner unrest and anxiety. 


“Good evening,” he said dryly. “I hope you had a refreshing sleep.” 
“What?” I looked in startlement at the clock. 


“The hands have gone around twice.” His voice sounded metallic in the 
loudspeaker. “That walking organ-pipe of yours has turned into an expert 
liar.” Harlek winced under my devastating glare. In his deepest bass he 
rumbled his apologies. 


“Tm sorry, Perry. I thought it was 8 A.M.” 


“Forget it. We have a hypercom message from Maj. Fielplan. His 
BRESLAU is practically out of commission. He’s been hit. I’ve had the 
cruiser picked up by a salvage tender. Arrival in 10 minutes. That’s about 
it.” 


When he cut off, I sat as if turned to stone before the folding desk. Maj. 


Fielplan! The BRESLAU-one of the most modern and swiftest cruisers of 
the State class. If the ship was attacked, it meant that he had encountered 
enemies out there in the endless void between the Milky Way and 
Andromeda. My extra brain emitted a short impulse: “Positronic-biologic- 
robots—in other words, Posbis!” It was unnecessary because I had come to 
this conclusion myself. The facts spoke for themselves. I forced myself to 
be calm and got up. 


10 minutes later I sprang into the main grav lift of the cosmic space station 
and let myself be carried up to the bridge, which was located in the 
equatorial section. The command deck was considerably different from a 
control central on board a warship. The walls were covered with giant 
viewscreens. 


When I entered I was confronted by an arresting sight. The forward screens 
revealed the desolate blackness of intercosmic space. Tiny flecks of light 
were vaguely visible out there, many of them looking like pale reflections. 
Yet each of them was a galaxy with billions of suns and planets. In the 
stern screens, the stars of the nearby Milky Way glistened in stultifying 
magnificence. The MASO VI was stationed only 4 light years out in the 
empty void, so the distance was not great enough for us to view the entire 
galaxy. 


I tore myself away from the spell of the view. The command bridge was 
like a madhouse. Here were several hundred men who were talking and 
shouting all at once. Each of them sat behind a control console, and each 
had a microphone at his lips. MASO VI was not only the advanced 
headquarters for the allied fleets but also a departure point for numerous 
special missions and patrol flights, all of which had to be monitored. 
Dodging hurrying crewmen, I made my way forward to Rhodan. With him 
were some top officers of the Terran fleet, in addition to Allan D. Mercant, 
chief of Solar Intelligence. 


On one of the viewscreens was the outline of an unwieldy-looking fleet 
tender which had just terminated its braking maneuvers. The flying 
platform was slowly swinging around into the field of our tractor beams. 
On the loading deck was anchored a 100-meter cruiser of the State class. 
As I manipulated the magnification control, the cruiser filled the screen. 
Somebody sighed. The other men remained silent. The BRESLAU had been 
badly damaged. The starboard plates had been ripped to ribbons. The lower 
hemisphere had distended into a frozen bubble. No one doubted that the 
BRESLAU had been touched by the offshoot of a transformation blast. Even 
a super battleship would have been vaporized at the explosion center of a 


thousand gigaton bomb. The cruiser’s crew could count themselves lucky 
for having survived the grazing blow at all. “Fielplan is coming aboard,” 
said Rhodan. “He’s lost an arm, but I have to have his report.” 


He looked at me compellingly. Apparently he didn’t want to say too much 
in front of the others. I pressed my lips together and followed him. It went 
without saying, of course, that Fielplan must first be given medical 
attention. 


On the way to the ship’s clinic, the thought of the Posbis came over me like 
a nightmare. What we had learned so far about these creatures from beyond 
the galaxy was like a catastrophe. One day they had simply appeared. We 
were bewildered by their spaceships—twisted, cubical giants with countless 
protrusions and weird surface areas. No known race of the galaxy had ever 
created such structures. Our first contact with the Posbis had not turned out 
to be a peaceful one. Their weapons had fired on us, and that was when we 
knew how much more superior they were. 


It took us a long time to discover whom we were dealing with. These 
robots were not to be compared to earthly or Arkonide machines. The 
Posbis had a biologically living auxiliary brain which was classified by our 
scientists as an emotional or sensory section. The connection between the 
nerve plasma and the positronic portions produced an effect which was 
referred to by the Terran robotics expert, Van Moders, as “hypertronic 
linkage.” 


This explained to the cybernetics teams the mysterious mutual effects that 
occurred between the synthetic nerve conductors and the positronic control 
mechanisms. We discovered that this fantastic-seeming linkage generated 
emotionally-conditioned thought processes between living cells and the 
ultra-microscopic p-circuits. They were neither electronic nor positronic. A 
new concept had emerged. The linkage had resulted in a synthetic 
“hyperintronic” brain, which all Posbis possessed. 


Several weeks ago the first space vessels of this sinister power had 
appeared in the galaxy. Our defensive action had been staged over the 
Springer planet of Panotol, during which we suffered heavy losses. 


To these dangers were added inter-political difficulties. Among the races of 
the galaxy the seed of revolt against higher authority had germinated. After 
the destruction of the robot regent, the Arkonide Imperium had been saved 
by the Terrans, but Perry’s fleets had been forced to operate on a daily basis 


to hinder the outbreak of civil wars. On top of all this the Akons began to 
stir up again. Yet it was understandable that they should strive to build a 
space fleet of their own, after their ingenious transmitter networks had 
proved to be ineffectual for military purposes. 


At the time we were going to great lengths to conceal the nature of the 
Posbis from the other peoples of the galaxy. They still did not suspect that 
these creatures were independently thinking bio-robots who were in no way 
dependent upon programming instructions from actual organic 
intelligences. Meanwhile, our defensive warfare against the unknown 
invaders from the intergalactic abyss was reaching a crucial stage. 


We knew that the Posbis had been created at some indeterminate time in 
the past. All of our findings pointed to the possibility that they had been 
produced in the shops and laboratories of the beings of Mechanica. Then 
there had evidently occurred a separation between the created and their 
creators. An independent robot dynasty had developed. The machines were 
equipped with auxiliary organic brain, and as a result of having their own 
conscious awareness, programming per se became unnecessary. 


Deep in the abyss between the galaxies, gigantic space stations were built. 
By use of unknown forces, various outlying planets were pulled away from 
the gravitational fields of their suns and pushed out into the absolute void. 
Frago was one of such worlds that we discovered. It was located in the 
intercosmic abyss, with neither a sun nor an atmospheric envelope, and yet 
it was a Posbi stronghold. It was all so incredible that I still secretly refused 
to believe in the existence of the bio-robots. 


As time passed, riddle heaped itself upon riddle. Other creatures or beings 
whom we had already encountered in the deeper void appeared to be arch 
enemies of the Posbis. We had witnessed space battles between the so- 
called “fragment ships” of the bio-robots and the tear-shaped vessels of the 
“Invisibles.” We called these latter beings the Laurins, whom no human 
eye had ever clearly seen. But the Laurin question had been shoved aside 
because the threat of the Posbis was more acute. This enemy appeared to 
possess the more effective weapons, a fact which moved me as Imperator 
of the Arkonide Empire to mobilize all available forces. 

Following the Battle of Panotol and the liberation of thousands of captive 
Springers, our negotiations with the Galactic Traders appeared to be 
promising. The threat from intercosmic space might possibly lead to a 
unification of the major powers. 


“Are you the true life form?” said someone behind me. 


I tensed nervously and turned around quickly. Allan D. Mercant smiled 
ironically. This brief question had become a very fateful one for humans 
and Arkonides. No one knew precisely why the fragment ships of the 
Posbis had sent out such an inquiry. During our first contacts with them we 
had picked up hypercom messages. After decoding their symbolic 
language, only one meaning remained clear: “Are you the true life form?” 


It was a sentence that allowed many interpretations. What did the Posbis 
mean by “true life form?” Were they referring to mechanical existence, or 
the biopositronic version? Was their hatred of all organic life a key to the 
riddle? We didn’t know. Logical analyses were insufficient as long as we 
did not possess more reliable data. 


Now Maj. Fielplan had returned from a patrol flight. The experts of Solar 
Intelligence had come up with the theory that in addition to the sunless 
planet of Frago there must be still other worlds that the Posbis had 
transported into the dark abyss. 


What had Fielplan discovered? 


“Perhaps nothing at all,” suggested my extra brain. “He has probably just 
fled from an attack by a fragment ship.” 


Involuntarily, I nodded. 


Like a sleepwalker I arrived at the waiting room of the sick bay. Fielplan 
had already been operated on by the physicians from his cruiser. At present 
the sutures were being checked over and spray-sealed with a fresh bioplast 
application. The healing would be completed in 24 hours. Bio-orthopedic 
surgery on Earth had reached a high state of science. Fielplan would be 
able to receive an artificial arm that could not be differentiated from the one 
he had lost. 


We still had 15 minutes to wait. Then we went in. Fielplan waved at us 
with his good hand. Ara physicians, known as the galactic Medical 
Masters, had given him an anit-conductor. Injection which blocked off 
certain areas of his nervous system. Through this process he was 
anesthetized but still in command of his mind and will. 


The telepath, John Marshall, indicated a stool for me beside the pneumatic 
cot. As chief of the Mutant Corps he had been promoted to the rank of 
colonel. I sat down and Rhodan sat opposite me. Allan D. Mercant was also 
present. Two guards had been posted at the door of this clinical section. 
Our conversation was to be strictly secret. 


“We don’t wish to excite you,’ Perry began somewhat solemnly. “The 
subject is important, but if you still feel too weak we’ll wait till tomorrow. 
You need a long deep-sleep treatment.” 


Fielplan’s lean face became grim. He was pale. A pulsing artery was 
visible on his forehead. “Sir, too many men of my ship have gone to a 
permanent sleep,” he retorted falteringly. “I want to think about that with 
my head clear and my eyes open. 


“Fielplan,” I interjected, “your men have fallen in the service of humanity. 
Of course I realize it’s especially distressing for a commander to have the 
men under him suffer casualties.” 


“IT know what you’ re trying to say, sir. No self reproaches, is that it?” 


“Yes. It’s senseless. I am a very old man, Fielplan. Many have had to go 
whom I loved and treasured.” 


He looked at my uniform. It was cut to Terran standards, but my chest 
insignia revealed the symbol of the Greater Imperium. Beneath the 
synthetic fabric pulsed my cell activator, which had endowed me with 
relative immortality. For years, Terran scientists had attempted to probe the 
mystery of this bio-technological miracle. So far, however, we had only 
learned that the activation and regeneration of my cells was so precisely 
stimulated and regulated that no biological aging process could take place. 
In this respect the device was no longer a riddle—it was merely unlikely that 
its function could ever be imitated. 


Rhodan touched his chest involuntarily. He was wearing the second 
activator, which had been made for him by the mysterious communal entity 
on Wanderer. Two immortals sat before a man who had just escaped from 
death. It was a strange encounter. 


The cruiser commander inquired as to the status of his ship. After Rhodan 
gave him a somewhat evasive answer, we waited until the wounded man 
began to speak. 


“According to plan, I flew to the zone of operations. I rematerialized there, 
took my tracking and sensor readings, and went back into the libration zone 
of semispace. My patrol sector measured more than 5000 light years 
horizontally by 6000 light years in a vertical direction. I was reentering 
normal space at intervals of 5 light years, each time scanning and tracking, 
in order to carry on the search in a sequential manner.” 


I knew that approximately 3000 of our light cruisers were engaged in a 
similar operation, in order to investigate specific areas of space in search of 
Posbi stations. Fielplan’s region had bordered a flight area assigned to 
another light cruiser. Theoretically it was possible to traverse any distance 
with linear drive propulsion. In practice, however, there were other factors 
to consider. 


Fatigue factors affecting the highly stressed converters, power reactors and 
propulsion field generators were not to be overlooked. In any modern 
spaceship off the assembly lines of either Terran or Arkonide factories 
there were about 2000 delicate parts which could not be repaired with 
shipboard facilities. The repair parts question had come to be a controversy 
of the first magnitude. Almost every technician had a different opinion 
concerning the replacement parts that should be taken along without fail. 


Actually the cargo capacity of the average warship only allowed room for 
about 3000 reserve parts and assemblies. When it came to breakdowns on 
long-distance flights, crewmen were lucky to find the right part on board. 
No one could tell beforehand which machine might fail. Light cruisers of 
the State class had to go into overhaul inspection after each long-distance 
flight. Invariably defects were noted which could have been disastrous on 
the next mission. 


So I understood very well what Fielplan was getting at with his brief 
explanation. At the very start of their flight, the crew of the BRESLAU had 
taken their lives in their hands. Their operation zone lay at a distance of 
100000 light years. 


Rhodan interrupted my thoughts by asking Fielplan a question: “When 
were you attacked?” 


To my surprise, the major laughed bitterly while clenching the fist of his 
good hand. “That’s just what drives me out of my mind, sir,’ he answered, 
distraught. “I was not attacked!” 


“What... ?” 


Fielplan’s face reddened and his eyes revealed a feverish glitter. The 
attending doctors gave us a warning signal. Evidently his emotional shock 
had been much more serious than the loss of his arm. 

“Jerry,” said Rhodan, “your cruiser shows unmistakable signs of having 
been grazed by a transformation beam explosion.” 

“That’s just it!’ moaned the wounded man. “There can be no other 
conclusion. But I didn’t see any ship, and I wasn’t under fire from the 
planet we discovered. I was too far away-at least a light second.” 


I leaned forward tensely. As Fielplan scanned our expressions one after the 
other, he became calmer. Then he explained to us almost triumphantly. 


“That’s right, sir, you heard me correctly. I found a sunless world. It must 
have been by some rare coincidence. After our 25th linear maneuver, the 
energy sensors came to life. Then the matter detectors. ’'ve named the 
planet Everblack.” 


“Of course—-that was your privilege. And..?” 


After I located the planet with the scanners, I jumped 6 light years through 
semi-space and then came out again into normal space. The scanners 
showed that my ship had also been detected, but I wasn’t fired on. I was 
just leveling off to normal light speed when it happened. Suddenly the mass 
detectors were going crazy. The analyzers indicated that we were in the 
middle of a whole convoy of large spaceships which were on a definite 
course for Everblack. But aside from the normal appearance of deep space 
we could see nothing.” 


“What—you couldn’t see any other vessel?” 


“No sir, nothing. Only our mass detectors were responding. The analyzers 
were giving us earth, metals of all kinds, wood and stone. Even weak 
impulses from dying cell tissues came through. But we saw no ship. My 
first officer suggested the idea that we were in a stream of raw materials of 
varying composition. He thought that this stream was somehow being 
directed toward Everblack. I doubted his theory. If somebody were 
operating matter transmitters, the materials being transferred would not be 
detectable in normal free space. So [ll stick with my assertion that a 
convoy of transport ships was involved, which were on a prescribed 
approach course. We had simply thrust ourselves into their midst. 
Unquestionably the Posbi ships were under cover of their relativity screens. 
I can’t give you any more information, sir. The details have all been 
logged.” 


“They are already being analyzed, Jerry,” said Rhodan, who seemed to be 
still somewhat disconcerted. “What happened then?” 


“I don’t know, sir. There was just a sudden blast. All we saw was a 
blinding burst of light. The defense screens collapsed and the outer hull 
ripped open. The Kalup converter was still functioning, so I went into 
semi-space and made a straightline flight. But when I reached operation 
zone ‘Inner Ring II,’ I had to drop out again because the Kalup started to 
stutter. I have no idea what it was that hit the BRESLAU so hard. It was not 
an attack in the usual sense of the word.” 


Fielplan could offer no further details. We got up, wished him a speedy 
recovery, and left the hospital room. 


Once we were outside, Rhodan leaned his back against the wall and 
regarded us questioningly. “Pretty strange, wouldn’t you say? I’m curious 
about the possible explanation for it. One thing that’s evident is that the 
BRESLAU was fired upon. What do you think about his mass-sensor 
readings in empty space?” 

I didn’t attempt to ponder over that phenomenon. My logic sector kept 
pointing to the planet that Fielplan had discovered. So I changed the subject 
abruptly.” Everblack—not a bad name for a world that probably belonged to 
some solar system on the edge of a galaxy thousands of years ago. So this 
is the second celestial body we’ve found that the Posbis have taken over. 
Frago was discovered by various tricks and stratagems, but it took many 
months of patrol flights by thousands of search ships to find Everblack. 
Even then it was just by accident.” 


Rhodan looked thin and haggard as he regarded me skeptically. Our 
companions remained silent. “Are you saying it was a mere coincidence? 
Granted, intergalactic space is immeasurably vast, but what would you say 
if I told you that out there it’s possible that some parts of it may be 
swarming with stolen planets of every size and description? Given that 
assumption, the discovery of another world is no longer a mere matter of 
chance, but rather the result of a tremendous amount of effort.” 


I sighed and shoved my hands in the outer pockets of my uniform. John 
Marshall smiled faintly. Rhodan’s thinking processes were well-nigh 
audacious, but when had this Terran ever been anything but bold and 
daring, even in his theories? 


“Let’s wait and see,” I said with diplomatic evasion. “In dealing with the 
Posbis, one should disassociate himself from thinking and presuming. Mr. 
Mercant, when do I go on the air?” 


The slight little man looked at his watch. My speech to the spacefaring 
races of the known galaxy was to be relayed over the main hypercom 
station on Arkon III. By request of Terran Intelligence, I was to try to 
‘throw sand’ in the eyes of the major power groups. The plan to leave the 
Springers, Aras, Akons, Antis and all the rest of them in the dark regarding 
the origin and true nature of the Posbis had come from Mercant personally. 
We had to at least keep our rear flanks secure. If it were known in the 
galaxy that every ship in the combined Arkonide and Terran fleets had been 
mobilized to fight off the bio-robots, then bloody revolutions would be 
unavoidable. For the time being, no one must know that we were up against 


competent, thinking creatures made of steel and synthetic plasma. 


Mercant’s version presented a picture of highly efficient combat machines 
which had invaded the Milky Way under guidance of a still unknown 
enemy. I was to explain further that Terra had already developed a new 
kind of weapon. The Springers would confirm this, since they had observed 
the Battle of Panotol. What the latter people didn’t know was the fact that 
the fictive transmitter on board the THEODORICH couldn’t be in a 
hundred different places at once. Since we only had one device of this type 
it was rather audacious to speak of a “new” weapon. 


Mercant’s answer was formal. “We begin punctually in 20 minutes, station 
time, Your Eminence. But I think we should review your speech once 
more.” 


I declined rather brusquely. “Thank you, but I’m satisfied with the last 
revisions we made. So let’s get started. Perry, we’ll get together later. I'd 
like to see the results of the analysis of Fielplan’s data.” I didn’t like his 
wearied expression. “Now what are you cooking up?” I asked suspiciously. 


“Nothing, old friend—not yet,” he answered. “First, complete your 
diplomatic mission. That is, you must use your elegance to instruct the 
people that any rebellion against the major power of Terra is useless.” 
“Barbarian! If somebody 10000 years ago had told me that one day I would 
have to lie for a caveman, I wouldn’t be alive today. Even in those days 
there must have been men who would have laughed themselves to death.” 
“Don’t laugh too loud, Arkonide,” admonished Rhodan. “This doesn’t 
involve just our own skins, but the fate of all peoples of the galaxy.” 


2. 
INTO THE LION’S DEN 


What developed was worse than I had suspected. Rhodan was prepared to 
play the highest trump card of humanity: namely, himself. Three hours 
previously the Solar flagship, THEODORICH, had emerged from 
hyperspace. Commander Jefe Claudrin had given me a fresh tour through 
Terra’s most modern super battleship. 


The giant storage rooms and cargo holds were filled to the ceiling with 
machinery repair parts of all description. The Epsalian had explained that 
this provisioning was sufficient for an action radius of about 200000 light 
years. Since the planet of Everblack lay at an approximate distance of 
118000 light years, it was still within feasible range. The return trip seemed 
to be fairly well covered with safety factors, although the continuous 
distress calls from Terran fleet units indicated that damages and casualties 
were continuing. Neither humans nor Arkonides were equipped to safely 
traverse such enormous distances. 


Claudrin’s self-confidence put me in mind of an earthly seafarer named 
Columbus. I had been present with him during the 2nd voyage of discovery 
in the New World. I still had to ask myself even today how those foolhardy 
Terrans were able to conquer the Atlantic Ocean in their flimsy sailing 
ships. 


I explained similar feelings today. The THEODORICH had been built on 
the basis of the most advanced concepts of science and technology. It was 
in the class of the latest mass-production models which had been “super- 
hyped” after being commissioned. This was a Terran spaceman term for 
providing a special ship with every “extra” feature that was good, modern 
and expensive. 


It was with this great spherical vessel, measuring 1500 meters in diameter, 
that Rhodan dared to risk the voyage. In the entire galaxy there was no 
warship that could have offered resistance to the offensive or defensive 
weapons of the supergiant. In the THEODORICH the fictive transmitter 
had been installed, a device which could beam out dematerialized objects 
and rematerialize them again in the target zone. 


The fictive transmitter had proved to be an ideal weapon against the 
gigantic ships of the Posbis. We found that it was most effective to use 


multi-gigaton bombs in this manner. They were materialized next to the 
enemy’s defense screens and detonated. Total destruction was then a matter 
of micro-seconds. Conventional weapons such as thermal impulse cannons, 
disintegrators, vibro beams, Akon projectors and whatever else had made 
no impact upon the Posbis. Their defense screens were unique. When they 
were reverse-polarized they generated the feared “relativity field” which 
transferred the enclosed vessel about 10 hours into the future. Objects 
which did not yet exist in our vicinity could therefore not be traced or 
attacked. The relativity screens of the bio-robots were so far among the 
unresolved riddles we had to contend with. 


Nevertheless, Perry was rash enough to enter the lion’s den. 


After the arrival of the THEODORICH in our sector, and having completed 
my inspection tour, I returned to the MASO VI. Filled with foreboding 
because of the forthcoming venture, I had retired to my cabin to rest. The 
hectic bustle on board the outpost station had disturbed me again in my 
present condition. 


Harlek lay directly across my legs and slumbered. Once in a while he 
would stir in his dreams and rumble and rotate his turbo-tail. I had to regard 
him with amusement. Actually, perhaps Perry had done me a service, after 
all, with this new “Valet.” 


I scratched his furry head, dodged another caress by his tongue, and asked 
him softly: “What do you think of the situation, little fellow?” 


“Class!” replied the Zitroosian as if from an organ pipe. 


You couldn’t get much out of Harlek. Besides that, he had found in Pucky 
the mousebeaver a mischievous teacher. I gave up trying to carry on a 
discussion with my servant. A little later, Rhodan came in. 


He was wearing his simple combat uniform. The microphone of his helmet 
telecom hung just under his lips. Harlek sprang in consternation from the 
bunk, saluted the way Pucky had taught him to, and withdrew. I sat up and 
placed my feet on the floor. We looked at each other. 


I spoke first, somewhat reluctantly. “Barbarian, if you’ ve come to tell me in 
your curt and concise way that my cabin on the THEODORICH is waiting 
for me, then you are grossly mistaken?” 

He sat down on the edge of a contour chair. “Grossly...?” he echoed. 

“Very grossly! My friend, I am a tormented statesman and a man who is 
growing old. My inclination to rest is increasing. Also, I’ve survived 
through some 10000 years by earthly reckoning. Surely you don’t expect 
me to join you on your crazy expedition!” 


Perry laughed, then checked his watch. “Takeoff is in 20 minutes, 
Arkonide! If you are able to suppress your thirst for adventure, then you are 
excused. If not, then tell that walking organ pipe to fetch your combat suit 
and service weapons from your locker. You know it’s expected of an 
Arkonide admiral from the era of the Conquest to always have such things 
ready at hand. Until later, Your Eminence!” Rhodan got up stiffly, turned 
on his heel, and left. I stared after him angrily. 


Harlek appeared from the shower stall. “Get wet, eh?” he attempted to 
whisper, but it sounded like a roll of thunder. I didn’t answer him. 


“Get wet?” asked Harlek, somewhat louder. 


When I clapped my hands over my ears, the blue-pelted creature laughed. 
This time I was dumbfounded because Harlek opened the locker and took 
out my combat gear. “Have you lost your mind?” I asked, almost 
speechless. 


When he looked at me with his protruding eyes I realized how badly I had 
underestimated Harlek’s intelligence quotient. “You know you can’t 
resist,” he told men “Go! Perry is waiting. Will you take me with you?” 


“Harlek!” I exclaimed. “Harlek, what is the matter with you? Do you mean 
to say you can speak rationally? Even wisely, it seems to me.” 


“I am wise,” the creature maintained confidently. “You must go, or you 
will destroy your ego.” 


“That is my own affair, Harlek!” 


“No, it is also mine. I only want you to be contented. Perry said I should 
keep an eye on you.” 


I stood up and approached him. “Little one, have you been putting on a 
show for me?” 


“Show? What is show?” 


“Pretense—presenting yourself us something you are not. You have acted 
like a dummy-parboiling your tongue and all those other stupidities—things 
that an intelligent creature wouldn’t do without a very good reason. Why, 
Harlek?” 


“IT am not so clever or smart, not as much as you or Pucky. I can’t do much, 
but Iam very fond of you. That’s why you must go.” 


I was shaken. Naturally, Perry must have known what he was doing when 
he placed Harlek at my side. The Terran knew the nature of my loneliness. 
I could be among a thousand men and still feel alone. I had been deeply 
depressed by the fate of my venerable race, their advancing degeneration 


and our commercial and military decline. Pucky, my best friend aside from 
Perry, was too occupied with his paranormal talents to devote himself to 
me completely. So this was why Rhodan had sought out another living 
being whose affections could be concentrated on me. 


I stroked Harlek’s head. “I cannot go. The enterprise is sheer madness. Not 
because of the flight itself, which is technically feasible. I just think that it’s 
absurd that Perry, the most important man in the galaxy, should personally 
risk his neck. Commanders-in-chief should be in their headquarters to 
receive the reports of their subordinates.” 


Harlek sat down on his tail. He watched me wordlessly. He waited, which 
only revealed his wisdom all the more... 
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When I entered the Control Central of the mighty THEODORICH, the 
officers saluted me. No one laughed or seemed to be amused. I had 
resolved that I would return to the observation station at the first sign of 
secretive elbow-jabbing or any exchange of triumphant looks. But Rhodan 
had preceded me with precautions even here. 


He came to me and indicated a seat next to the main flight console. From 
the loudspeakers rang the voices of the section chiefs. The THEODORICH 
was not only ready for takeoff, but also ready for battle. 


5 minutes later the engines began to roar. The most modern and expensive 
spaceship of humanity was getting under way. Rhodan had not spoken a 
word about my initial rejection of this venture. He was honest enough, 
however, to confess to himself that his part in the undertaking was in a 
sense irresponsible. The THEODORICH was to make a thrust into 
unknown territory, into a sector where the BRESLAU had met its doom. 


From another point of view I could understand Perry. I myself would 
probably not have found a minute of peace if I had not also come on board. 
Our mutual silence was like a secret accord. I listened to the orders of the 
commanders and station officers. The duty activity on board a Terran 
warship was fascinating for an Arkonide. In the old Arkonide fleets, 
discipline had been stronger, but we had never succeeded in establishing 
such a marvelous human contact with the crewmen. We had always been 
the commanders and superior officers. For ideological reasons the Arkonide 
officers had always avoided treating their subordinates as equals. 


Of course even among the Terrans obedience and discipline were 
demanded, perhaps even more than we would have considered necessary in 


the old days. Nevertheless there was a tonality on board the Terran fighting 
units that suggested a true community spirit. I couldn’t explain it although I 
knew definitely that this attitude alone had contributed much to the growth 
of Terran power. When Rhodan gave an instruction he could be sure that it 
would be carried out to the last detail. Therein lay the secret of Terran 
strength. 


With its Kalup converters thundering, the super battleship entered semi- 
space. Our view of the Milky Way faded. On the screens of the para-stable 
scanners the sharply defined target area appeared. It lay ahead in 
nothingness. Not a star showed us the way. Only a distant nebula fleck 
indicated that a galaxy was out there over a million light years away a giant 
mass of stars we referred to as the Nebula in Andromeda. My boldest 
dreams were coming near to being a reality. Of course the THEODORICH 
could never reach that distant island universe, but at least this was a step 
toward it. 


The phenomenon of linear flight captivated me. On Earth there were only a 
few men left who could remember who had created this method of 
propulsion. We had called them the Druufs—the nonhuman creatures from 
another plane of time. They had invented trans-light-speed linear flight. On 
the viewscreen the target sector appeared as a round patch of light with 
serrated edges. During our semi-space journey, this was the only part of the 
Einstein universe that we could peer into. 


We were moving at a relative velocity of about 50 million times the speed 
of light. There were no dilation effects. The characteristics of the libration 
zone between the energy planes of 4th-and 5Sth-dimensional space 
permitted no distortion effects, which in the final analysis were all based on 
laws of the normal Einstein universe. 


I listened to the powerful roaring of the two Kalup compensating 
converters. They generated the protective para-stable field from which all 
influences of the outer world were reflected. Thus we were neither in 
normal space nor in hyperspace, where a stable material cohesion would 
not have been possible. Almost all the peoples of the galaxy were still 
using the old transition ships which involved a violent rupture of time and 
space. Linear flight was more elegant, more advanced and more precise. 
One day with this method of propulsion the abyss between the galaxies 
would be conquered. 


To reach Everblack in uninterrupted linear flight we would have required 
27 hours ... However, for technical reasons it was not possible to keep the 
Kalup converters under full-load operation that long. Their operating 


response was not alone a deciding factor for a safe journey. They 
demanded energy for building up their paranormal absorption fields, inside 
of which the impulse waves of the propulsion engines were subject to 
another set of laws. The Kalup converters of a major-class warship like the 
THEODORICH were massive constructions about the size of a 30-story 
house. On board a super battleship it was not uncommon for power rooms 
to reach a height of 200 meters. Often a number of levels had to be broken 
through to even get such gigantic apparatuses on board. However, their 
mass and dimensions presented no great problem for a spherical giant 
measuring 1500 meters in diameter. 


A much greater problem was that of supplying power to these monsters. At 
present the two Kalups were driven with 850000 megawatts per unit, the 
greater the velocity in semi-space, the more current the converters 
consumed. This incredible energy requirement was supplied by 8 nuclear 
power plants. The impulse engines were self-powered. During linear flight 
the inertial absorbers were not needed, nor were any of the defense screen 
projectors. All other supporting machinery and equipment in the ship were 
fed by two auxiliary power plants. 


The main problem of linear flight was in the high current consumption, 
which heightened the possibility of many types of disruption. No 
responsible commander risked staying in the libration zone longer than 3 
hours, especially when the machines were loaded to more than 70% of their 
capacity. It was only in exceptional cases of emergency that anyone 
remained there as long as 20 hours at one time. Maj. Fielplan had been 
forced to do that. As a result, his Kalup broke down. Terran high-energy 
technology was not infallible, which was only now being realized. 
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Rhodan proved to be responsible in this regard. The reentry maneuver was 
ordered after 3 hours of linear flight. When the Milky Way again became 
visible and the stern viewscreens began to gleam with stars, Rhodan got up 
from his seat. The THEODORICH was gliding in free fall toward its goal. 
“We will have a mission briefing,” Perry announced. 

I stood up and stretched my limbs. I could more or less imagine what the 
Terran would have to say. I was already familiar with the evaluations of the 
BRESLAU data. We all went out. One after the other the officers sprang 
into the central antigrav lift, which transported us to the mess deck. All 
departments of the super battleship were connected to the visiphone 


network. The entire crew was to be thoroughly briefed. 


I sat down at the front table while Rhodan took a position before the 
projection screen. The peculiar aura of expectancy that gripped us was 
familiar to me from countless other mission briefings. It had always been 
thus on board the old Arkonide warships. 


Rhodan began: “I am going to presume that the general state of affairs is 
known to everybody on board. The BRESLAU discovered a new Posbi 
planet. It lies at a distance of about 118,000 light years, give or take 30 
light years. Our scanners have enough range to take care of that factor. If 
necessary our auxiliary craft can make some search flights. Now hear the 
following...” 


He made a pause for effect and looked down at his notes. “We will land a 
commando detail, to find out if the setup on Everblack is essentially the 
same us that of Frago. The commandos are ready and standing by, under 
the leadership of Maj. Tuner. We will use a new type of equipment which 
has been especially developed for defense and camouflage against the 
Posbis. The suits are a bit massive but their built-in antigrav units 
compensate for that. Individual absorbers will prevent the Posbis from 
detecting our brain frequencies. Simultaneous translators synchronized 
with symbol transceivers will make it possible to communicate with the 
bio-machines. Among other things, the purpose of the mission is to obtain 
large amounts of the nerve plasma for analysis—also to capture data 
concerning the robots’ ultimate weapon. The Ara scientist, Dr. Anztan, will 
be responsible for the bio-medical phase. He is a specialist in plasma 
biology and biochemical physics. Dr. Anztan will take part in the landing 
maneuvers.” 


This disclosure came as a surprise to everyone. I turned to look across at 
the tall, spindly man with his high-arched egg-shaped head. Dr. Anztann 
numbered among those few Galactic Medical Masters who were giving us 
their unconditional support. He was an outstanding authority. His 
transplants of limbs and organs had attracted much attention on Earth. Still 
more astonishing were his researches in cell-growth regeneration. With 
laboratory animals he had succeeded in causing amputated tissues to 
regenerate themselves without any operative transplantation. The science of 
the Medical Meters was unsurpassed. 


There was something fascinating about Anztan’s large eyes. He was an old 
man. His blue-green complexion distinguished him from the other Aras. No 
one knew better than I that they were slightly mutated descendants of the 
old Arkonide colonists. Even the Springers and the Antis had evolved from 


the original stock of my race. We knew of about 5000 races whose 
ancestors had boarded colony ships on Arkon planets in order to seek a new 
home on distant worlds. 


I nodded to the scientist and he made an attempt to smile. The Terran 
officers conversed in low tones until Rhodan interrupted their flurry of 
whispering. 

“Dr. Anztan is completely reliable, gentlemen. Pucky and I will also take 
part in the expedition. John Marshall will remain here on_ the 
THEODORICH us our telepathic contact. We could not bring in any more 
of the mutants because they are all assigned to other important missions.” 


I looked around in vain for the mousebeaver until the 2nd Officer 
whispered to me that Pucky was undergoing a regenerative deep-sleep 
treatment. 


In the midst of this I heard Rhodan’s voice: “The Imperator of the Greater 
Imperium is requested to also take part in this action.” 


I looked up at him and leaned forward in startled amazement. Had the 
Terran lost his mind? My answer was rather vehement. “To my way of 
thinking it’s enough for one leading statesman to stick his head down the 
gaping throat of the Posbi monster. I can’t see what you and I can do on 
Everblack. In the interests of general defense the mission is unquestionably 
necessary-it’s just that I don’t understand why specialized scientists aren’t 
sent down in place of you and myself.” 


“Six scientists and technicians will be with Maj. Tuner,’ Rhodan 
countered. “I wish to personally observe what’s happening on this world. 
My impressions will be a deciding factor in what future measures we take.” 


I was furious. I had expected this argument which Rhodan had used for 
many years to disguise his bent for adventure. I stared around me. About 
100 officers, including capable physicists and engineering experts, were 
smiling at me good-naturedly. None of them felt obliged to support my 
dark mood or even give a sign of agreement. “I can see that I’m surrounded 
by a pack of unregenerate fools!” I said, apathetically. “You will never 
learn, gentlemen! How often have I tried to put some sense in your heads?” 
Strange sounds were heard over the P.A. loudspeakers. Although the 
THEODORICH was highly automated the ship still required a 2000-man 
crew. These men seemed to be having trouble in keeping their laughter 
down. 

“Now let us continue,” said Rhodan. There was the suspicious twitch of a 
smile on his lips. 


In that moment I felt that I was once again at home among these men. They 
had seen through my grumblings for years. Whenever I would begin to 
scold and complain, they would laugh knowingly. So now when I shouted 
in red-faced anger that I would never support this foolishness, they merely 
waited in silence for me to “come on board.” In a sense I had become like 
an eternally blustering uncle who always objected with a pounding fist or 
stamp of the foot, only to give his agreement in the end. 


Inwardly I laughed along with them. They knew me only too well, these 
wild and audacious Terrans who could never suppress the adventurous 
spirit of their ancestors. 


“All right,” I announced, “the devil take you!” 


“Precisely,” replied Rhodan. “Now we can continue with our business. We 
will fly toward the planet, and after we locate it we will approach it within 
100 light years. Then we’ll launch our scout ship, the Gazelle GZ-24, under 
command of Maj. Tuner. This ship has been equipped with a super- 
powered individual absorber. There’s no way that the Posbis can recognize 
us as organic life. Their sympathy for other robot creations is well known. 
So far they’ve always been fooled by our camouflage. In an emergency we 
will employ a new weapon that has been designed with the collaboration of 
Dr. Anztan. In principle it’s something like the narco beam which 
incapacitates the enemy with its vibrations.” 


“But that won’t work on the Posbis,” I argued. 


“So far, no,” said Rhodan pointedly. “By their nature, the cell formations of 
the Posbi plasma are different than the nerve cells of our own brains. It was 
a matter of adjusting the narco beam frequency to that of the plasma. Our 
research on captured plasma has yielded results. The new beam projectors 
are effective-that [ll guarantee you. A few days before we took off, large 
combat projectors of this type went into assemblyline production. We have 
ordered all warships to be equipped with these beamer guns. Incidentally, 
our undertaking will serve still other research purposes.” 


In this regard, the Ara offered some explanations that I didn’t hear. My 
extra brain announced itself. It also considered the personal involvement of 
Rhodan and myself to be questionable, yet it did not dispute the value of 
the reconnaissance venture. Then Rhodan’s voice recaptured my attention. 


He came to the conclusion of his remarks: “A detailed analysis of the 
BRESLAU instrument readings seems to have solved the mystery of the 
Posbis’ raw material shipments. Fielplan’s sensor readings are 
unmistakable. When he arrived in the vicinity of Everblack, a Posbi 


transport squadron must have just emerged from hyperspace. Since the 
ships were already on an approach course for landing, they may have been 
using only their normal screens, or they could have been polarized for the 
relativity effect. But even in the former case, an energy scan was not 
possible because of all the massive interference from many millions of tons 
of basic materials of all descriptions. That’s why all they had to go on was 
their mass sensors alone. The BRESLAU was probably grazed by a 
transformation shot before the crew realized what they were into. The 
nature of the destruction both in and outside the hull leaves no doubt about 
that. It would be a very unlikely coincidence if we also ran into a supply 
fleet on our approach flight. They wouldn’t be coming through like that 
incessantly. In this operation we must never overlook the fact that we are 
dealing basically with robots, even though they have an emotional factor in 
their makeups which generates hatred of our kind but loyalty to machines. 
Therefore, there are no grounds for breaking into a panic. That’s about it, 
gentlemen. Thank you.” 


I waited for his stereotyped conclusion, “Are there any more questions?’— 
but I was deceived. I looked at him in surprise. As John Marshall came 
over to me, I fortified my mental screen, which he detected immediately. 


He shook his head reproachfully. “But sir! You know [ve promised never 
to spy on your thoughts.” 


I waved off his protest. “At the moment you wouldn’t have picked up 
anything very complimentary. This undertaking is extremely dangerous. In 
the tradeoff between success and failure, the number of unknown factors is 
so shocking that I don’t dare to think about it.” 


“Are you going to join us, sir?” 
“You know lately it seems you are taking me for an irresponsible 
adventurer, Marshall.” 


“Wel-l-l...” 


I saw a nearby sergeant of the guard attempt to suppress a grin. I turned and 
walked over to the automatic food dispenser. It was going to take a hearty 
breakfast to settle my state of agitation. 


Two hours later the maintenance inspections were concluded. The second 
linear phase began. It was planned to cover the distance in 8 semi-space 
maneuvers. After thrust number 5 a general inspection was necessary. All 
told, we figured on a trip time of 60 hours. 


3: 
SNEAK RUN 


The picture in the laser-amplified infra-red scanner was so contour sharp 
that we couldn’t believe at first that we had found the planet we were 
looking for. 


There was no doubt of it, however. In this matterless desolation where not a 
single atom could be detected, there could be no mistake. The celestial 
body emitted heatwaves, so it had to have industrial installations and power 
plants to generate emanations in the infra-red band. Of course the rays we 
picked up had left Everblack a hundred years before. 


For 20 minutes now I had felt lost. The THEODORICH stood relatively 
motionless in the center of the universe. Everblack was still an even 100 
light years away. This was the security boundary we had given ourselves. 
Far behind us, much too far to be fully comprehended, was the glittering 
spectacle of our stellar home. The Milky Way could be seen in its full 
extension. We could plainly make out its individual spiral arms and see the 
star-rich central bulge. Somewhere up there were our own solar systems. 
They were nothing in comparison to those magnificent dimensions, which 
engendered in us a sense of the infinite. We had to tear ourselves away 
from the entrancement of the view in order to carry on with our tasks. 


I was in the Control Central of the super battleship at the time. We had 
avoided probing Everblack with our hyper-speed radar since the impulses 
could have been detected and traced. The infra-red light from the planet 
was self-generating. All we had to do was capture the attenuated traces of 
it, amplify it a million times, and make it visible on the I-screen. No one, 
not even the technically advanced Posbis, could have discerned us. 


Everblack had no sun. It was a cold sphere that emitted no light detectable 
by normal optics. The only thing that betrayed its presence at all was the 
heat given off by technical-industrial activity. Even then such a detection 
was only possible by coming within a 100 light year range and by using the 
very special equipment which we had. 


The flagship’s positronic computers went to work. The scientific teams 
were trying to glean anything of importance from the scanty traces of heat 
emanations. Within 10 minutes after our first sensings we knew that 
Everblack had no rotation movement of its own, but that was incidental in 


this case. Nor were atmospheric gases detectable, which would have been 
surprising. Lacking any points of reference, we could not determine its 
orbital speed. 


We would also have needed better input data to determine its size, mass 
and density. If we could have used echo measurements they would have 
given us all we needed to know, but Rhodan was cautious enough to 
dispense with such experiments. The residual radiations from our engines 
were dangerous enough. Here in a sector of space where there was nothing 
that could be considered as a particle of energy, even the minimal charges 
in our jet fields could betray us. 


All machines were silenced except for an emergency power plant that 
furnished current to the life-support equipment. The Terrans referred to this 
condition as a “sneak run.” I even saw crewmen who would cross a room 
on tiptoe. No one spoke a loud word. Necessary discussions were carried 
on in a low tone of voice. We could feel the strain on our nerves. There 
were moments that made my blood surge and my heart beat faster. 


I thought of how often I had my warships into hostile systems, and how 
often we had made a surprise attack and forced a decision. But I could also 
remember defeat, blood and tears which had resulted from this kind of a 
“sneak run.” The great methane wars had almost brought the Imperium to 
the brink of extinction. 


Now I stood in a Terran warship whose basic design was of Arkonide 
origin. Here there was a man who had been the first human to land on 
Earth’s moon and who had found there a shipwrecked exploration cruiser 
sent out by my people. Today he planned and operated on a cosmic scale. 


I had given up resisting. It would also have been senseless to continue in 
my role of admonisher and pessimist. The Terrans had a proverb about not 
being able to change one’s own nature. From time to time I remembered 
that. 


The data evaluation was insufficient. The ship’s observatory also failed to 
be of help. The distance was too great and the traces of infra-red 
emanations were too weak. Only our electronic optics functioned 
effectively. We were working with the highest possible magnification. 

Everblack appeared as a pumpkin-sized orb on our screen. Having taken 
his reference point from star cluster M-13, Fielplan’s applied distance 
factor was correct. The Posbi planet was approximately 118000 light years 


away from the edge of the Milky Way. The more exact type of target 
approach which was a daily routine between systems of the galaxy was not 
possible here. We were satisfied that we had found Everblack at all. Our 
first deviation had measured 408 light years in “vertical green” and 112 
light years in the “horizontal red.” It required two further maneuvers to 
finally come to the correct position, where we had then fed the data to the 
computers. 


During the rest pauses between flight intervals, many discussions had 
already taken place. Our top robotics expert was a sturdy young man 
named Van Moders, who maintained with growing insistence that the 
Posbis were creations of the extinct inhabitants of Mechanica. The theory 
could not be disputed. The Ara scientist, Dr. Anztan, pointed to the 
possibility that very large and concentrated masses of plasma were capable 
of conscious thinking processes. This conjecture was disturbing even 
though obvious, because without such a faculty the Posbis could not have 
developed individual initiative. 


By now I had advocated Rhodan’s plan to make a survey on Everblack. 
The operation on Frago had been too brief. The space station discovered by 
a Terran Intelligence team had also not offered us much to go on, although 
it made us aware of the existence of the relativity screen. Now it was a 
matter of making use of the results of the BRESLAU’s flight. We were 
resolved to land on the dead planet. 


Perry broke off his discussion with the chief of astrophysics and turned to 
me. “It’s useless,” he said dejectedly. “Where Everblack came from and 
why it’s so far removed from the galaxy is scientifically interesting, but 
meaningless. We have to be satisfied with its existence. And we shouldn’t 
try to ascertain whether it was pulled away by natural causes or if 
technological means of propulsion were used to tear it loose from its 
original orbit around a sun.” 
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“It’s time to stop guessing at riddles,” rumbled the deep voice of the 
commander. I smiled in amusement because indirectly Jefe Claudrin 
reminded me of my new servant. 


Claudrin’s broad face turned to me questioningly. When I waved him off, 
the squarely built man stamped away. Once more he was wearing his 
micro-gravitator which provided him with his accustomed 2.1-g 
gravitation. Claudrin derided the weakness of normal humans although his 
forefathers had been colonists from Terran Jefe himself was the child of a 
galactic experiment called “environmental adaptation.” The Terrans were 
not satisfied with settling on planets similar to Earth. By daring to alter 


hereditary factors, they had sought ways of adjusting normal humans to 
unaccustomed conditions on worlds with more alien environments. Jefe 
was a prime example of the success of that endeavor, but he was still 
human, as shown by his present impatience. 


The First Officer reprimanded one of his subordinates. His voice revealed a 
raw edge of irritation. Obviously it was time to relieve nervous tensions 
through action. Rhodan was a shrewd psychologist and he understood my 
warning signal immediately. 


“Stand by for action,’ he ordered. He wasted no words to repeat 
instructions already discussed. “Maj. Tuner, I'll be waiting for you and 
your men in launching lock 7. Thank you.” 


Together with Rhodan I entered the armory section. I stared in amazement 
at the monstrous suit I was supposed to wear. The thing provided a total 
screening of organic impulses. It could practically transform a person into a 
machine and fool the Posbis into believing to encounter a robot. 


In view of its heaviness the suit had to be mobile, so it was equipped with a 
powerful antigrav unit. This had to handle the overall weight of its general 
bulk, including camouflage, individual absorber, flight controls, symbol 
transceiver and simultaneous translator, along with the micro-mod air 
regenerator and automatic air conditioner, as well as a small nuclear power 
pack and current supply regulators. It might have been better to install the 
equipment in a tractor or hover-type craft of the size of a 1-man tank, 
which would have at least provided more room to accommodate all these 
devices. However, such vehicles were unwieldy and would be too 
conspicuous. There were many variations to the outward form of the 
Posbis, but we had observed that they were basically man-shaped, or at 
least man-sized for the most part. 


The latter subject had been the theme of many scientific discussions. If the 
Posbis were created by the former inhabitants of Mechanica, it was 
surprising that they should have been fashioned in the approximate size and 
shape of humanoids. On Mechanica I had seen signs of things that could 
only creep, roll or slither. It was obvious that the intelligences of 
Mechanica had not moved or walked in an upright position. They were 
probably of reptilian origin. So against Van Moder’s theory that the Posbis 
had been made on Mechanica was the riddle of their having been fashioned 
after a pattern that was alien to their creators. 

These things crossed my mind as I stood before the combat suit, which was 
hanging from the ceiling. The thick soles of the clumsy-looking shoes 
dangled above the floor. The main sections were of rigid construction with 


only the arm and leg joints being made of elastic material. Access to the 
contraption was like that of the old deep sea diving suits, through the wide 
helmet opening where all the important control indicators were assembled. 
The arm tubes were so wide that one could withdraw his hands from the 
work claws. The leg assemblies were moved by electro-mechanical means 
and the guidance mechanism was activated by impulses resulting from 
tensions in the user’s calves and thighs. 


These were certainly not the light and comfortable spacesuits we were 
accustomed to. Even Arkonide combat suits were lightweight in 
comparison to these monsters. 


“Lot’s of luck!” I said dryly. “What does this outfit weigh at 1-g of 
gravity?” 

As casually as if I had asked for the time of day, Rhodan answered: “About 
462 pounds, give or take a few.” 


“And you’re going to tell me that a man is supposed to move around in 
that?” 


Behind me I heard a clanking sound. When I turned around I saw one of 
the armored suits stomping into the room. The claw-ended work arms were 
dangling loosely at its sides. The two elastic mitts that a man could also 
stick his hands into seemed fragile by comparison. The “helmsman” of the 
contraption came up to me with astounding agility and offered me his hand. 
It was Maj. Tuner. 


Together we worked in the suits for two hours until I could get used to the 
steering-response mechanisms. With practice I developed a good 
maneuverability with the help of the antigrav unit. We could even run and 
jump, since the functioning of our legs was perfectly supported by the 
electro-mechanical feature. The air supply and air-conditioning units 
worked excellently. I was completely satisfied. 


We were able to move in rooms that were pitch dark to the normal eye. We 
could see very well with the help of our super-amplified laser-IR-screens. It 
would possibly be like this on Everblack, but with this equipment the 
“black” wouldn’t be so eternal. 


Three hours after our first target sighting we were ready for departure. We 
placed the suits flat on the deck, opened the helmet apertures and forced 
ourselves down into the cramped interior. Nobody had help in this exercise. 
We were supposed to be able to get out of them on our own. For extra 


protection we also wore the lightest spacesuits that Terra had ever 
produced. They were very thin transparent envelopes with inflatable 
pressure helmets. 


After that we went over to launch lock 7. The hatch of the disc-shaped 
Gazelle stood open. We groped our way through the airlock, floated 
upwards on our antigravs to the Control Central, and placed ourselves in 
the contour bunks which had been built especially for the mission. 


“[’m toying with the idea of getting out of this thing during the trip,” said 
Rhodan. 


When I protested he answered something I couldn’t understand. In such a 
dangerous sector of space, no security measures should be neglected. The 
armor of the suits was of high quality. Moreover, their field projectors 
generated such powerful defense screens that it might be possible to 
survive even an energy bombardment. We left the wide viewing visors 
open. They were just at eye level and were diffused with transparent armor 
plastic. In an emergency they could be shielded with Terkonite flaps, as 
well. 


I was reminded of the Terrans in the age of knighthood. How often had I 
worn similar armor plate like this at that time—but then we had no antigravs 
or electromagnetic and hydraulic aids for moving ourselves around. 


Pucky was the last to arrive. As the mousebeaver entered the Control 
Central, measuring only a meter high in his special outfit, I could hardly 
refrain from laughing. A special protruding section had been provided in 
the front of his helmet fox his sharp mouselike muzzle. On the one hand 
hardly a centimeter of room could be spared in the width of his protective 
suit, whereas on the other hand the height had to be reduced without 
question. As a result, Pucky looked like a dwarf with the shoulders of a 
wrestler. 


His shrill voice emerged clearly enough from his view slot for us to hear 
that the little one was complaining bitterly. Rhodan had permitted him to 
sleep until the last moment. 


“Of all the unheard of nerve!” he shrilled. “I’m getting out-’m not going 
with you. I’ve been duped! Nobody listened to my advice. I’ve only come 
here to demand my discharge!” 


Evidently he had activated the wrong mechanisms because his suit began to 
rotate. I gazed in concern at the place where his armored soles were turning 
on the metal deck, causing a pale spiral of smoke to arise. The heat of 
friction was apparently considerable. I became captivated by the possible 


outcome. Either he would drill himself through the molten deck and fall 
into the converter room below, or he would burn his toes severely. It was 
fascinating to contemplate. 


But finally he came to a standstill. I drew the wavering armor suit with its 
passenger over to a contour bunk. Shrill cries from its interior told us that 
the mousebeaver was exceedingly indignant. 


“What’s the matter with him?” asked Rhodan casually. 


“Perhaps he’s space sick,” suggested Dr. Anztan. It was the first time I had 
known him to emit a hearty laugh. 


“1’m not your buddy anymore!” Pucky threatened me. His voice had even 
gotten louder. Outside the ship the inner lock glided shut. 


“Didn’t you want to get out, Little One?” I asked. “It’s true that there are 
severe penalties for disobeying orders, but who’s going to be able to really 
punish a teleporter? So—what have you decided?” 


I saw his large eyes gleam behind his visor slot. “You mean you want to 
send me away?” he asked testily. 


I knew that he was playing with the idea of using telekinesis to float 
himself in the air, so I grasped the work arm of his suit. 


“Transmission test-Control Central, THEODORICH!” _ thundered 
Claudrin’s voice from the loudspeakers. “This is the commander.” 


Maj. Tuner was both the team leader and first pilot of the Gazelle. He 
switched on the transmitter. “GZ-24 clear for launch. End of transmission 
check. Everything in order.” 


“Takeoff in one minute. Lots of luck!” 


Claudrin’s face paled from the screen. This was the last video contact with 
the super battleship. It was to wait for us here and was only to set a course 
for Everblack in an emergency. Meanwhile we had learned that the planet 
was 9190 miles in diameter, with a gravity reading of 1.3-g. Our scanning 
experts could tell us nothing more. 


We were guided on rails into the launch tube. The pressure indicator 
dropped to zero. Before us the outer lock gates opened. They were directly 
over the arching wall of the ring bulge where the main engines had been set 
for an emergency power start. The launching could not be felt although we 
were catapulted from the thrust field with a force of at least 20-g. 


Once in open space our own engines began to rumble. The flight into the 
unknown had begun. Long before reaching light speed, Tuner went into 
semi-space where there was no possibility of us being tracked. No one 


spoke. Even Pucky had quieted down. 


I again checked the indicators of my most important items of equipment. 
Air, water and food concentrates were enough to last 4 weeks, but I hoped 
we wouldn’t be that long on Everblack. However, with these preparations 
there was really little that could happen to us, provided that the Posbis’ 
organic sensory sectors continued to function according to our previous 
experience with them. 


Beneath me thundered the Kalup compensating converter. In a few minutes 
we should have covered the 100 light-year distance. When we fell back into 
normal space, all equipment would have to maintain silence. I looked at the 
indicator of my individual absorber. It was holding stationary at a high 
level, enough to render all the characteristic emanations of my body 
harmless. Even if we were to be spotted on our approach, no organic life 
would be detectable inside the GZ-24. 


4. 
FOOLS RUSH IN 


The warp sensor sounded in the same moment that we returned back into 
normal space. A nearby ship had just come out of super light speed with us, 
but its crew had not considered it necessary to absorb the hyper-energy 
shock effects. For us it was an entirely new experience. Until now the re- 
entries of Posbi fragment ships had never been detectable, but now we were 
suddenly registering warp echoes. 


Tuner acted at once. On our infra-scanner screen appeared a large section 
of Everblack. We had already come so close that we couldn’t see all of it in 
our field of vision. The Gazelle’s nav jets answered green when Turner 
switched them on and the impulse engine was thrown into maximum power 
for a braking maneuver. 


Simultaneously the matter sensors were buzzing and flashing. I heard a 
shout from Rhodan but couldn’t understand a word. The hull of the GZ-24 
vibrated in the raging particle stream which was braking our speed at the 
rate of 600 km? per second. The heavy-duty converter was also working at 
maximum to satisfy the energy needs of the inertial absorber. 


Two unexpected events had occurred simultaneously. In the first place we 
had emerged from the libration zone much too close to Everblack, which 
pointed to a calculation or programming error. In order not to be shattered 
against the surface, we were forced to expend an undesirable burst of 
energy. The second surprise was the warp shock. An apparently large 
spaceship had arrived with us. Considering Fielplan’s observed supply 
traffic over Everblack, this was not surprising in itself. What was startling 
about it was that the Posbis would make such maneuvers without a warp 
suppressor. 

Rhodan lunged to the main flight console and switched over all navigation 
controls to his position. At the same time my extra brain came to life. It had 
analyzed the situation like an unemotional computer. 


“The BRESLAU was damaged by a shock wave. No one noted this. Now as 
before, the Posbis are flying open landing maneuvers. They still think they 
have not been discovered.” 

I tried to convey this to Rhodan but he didn’t respond. He was fighting the 
manual controls to bring the Gazelle out of its dangerous flight path. Then 


the autopilot sensors switched on, which activated a disaster programming 
control that could not be overridden. Rhodan’s course was changed. In a 
few moments the autopilot had calculated what measures must be taken to 
avoid a collision. The vernier indicators of the impulse jets swung around. 
From then on the engine fired in vertical takeoff phase. The retropulsion 
rate increased and our reverse-thrust indicator shot into the red zone. 


The planet drifted to one side and suddenly the viewscreen revealed the 
blackness of intergalactic space. It was true that the autopilot had saved us, 
but we were so close to the surface of the dark world that we could no 
longer avoid being tracked. 


A second transition shockwave hit us and the small ship was shaken to its 
frame. The warp sensor’s acoustical indicator cut off due to overloading, 
while the optic sector took over. The sharp spikes on the oscillographic 
screen confirmed what had happened. 


When Rhodan jumped up, I knew at once that he intended to open the 
maintenance hatch in order to nullify the sealed disaster control unit. I let 
my bunk-seat glide forward and also got up. Together we struggled with 
the deck manhole cover, which was hydraulically secured in such cases. I 
fully understood Rhodan’s concern. The autopilot, which normally would 
not have turned on, was now a traitor to us. I hastily switched on my suit’s 
radio intercom and immediately heard Rhodan’s voice in my speaker. 


6“ 


deserves a court-martial for a thing like this! Why wasn’t it 
disconnected? I would have done better on manual. Oh no! Now the 
defense circuits are cutting in!” 


The whistling whine of the energy-screen projectors deafened us 
momentarily. The autopilot was operating logically, but only to the extent 
that was possible for a machine. The threat of a collision had been avoided 
so that now the propulsion section could be relieved, thus making 300 
megawatts of reactor output available. A robot didn’t give anything away. 
The excess energy was switched to the screen projectors. The Gazelle had 
been struck by dangerous shock waves, so they had to come on to absorb 
the impact. In spite of all this faultless programming response, what the 
autopilot was doing was only for normal cases. However the present crisis 
was far from normal because we were close above a world where 
thousands of scanning devices were lying in wait. But it was useless to fret 
about it now. 


“Never trust a robot,” Dr. Anztan’s voice muttered in my receiver. 


The men were already resigned to the fact that the mission was now in an 


abort phase. There was nothing left but to return to the THEODORICH, 
provided that the enemy would permit it. Due to our braking maneuver 
before the autopilot took over, our velocity had dropped considerably. We 
were already being ripped by the planet’s gravitational field. 


“Pucky..!” Rhodan called out to the mousebeaver when we saw that we 
couldn’t open the manhole cover. 


Pucky came staggering toward us. Within the narrow confines of the 
Control Central he could not make a teleport jump. It was evident that our 
armored outfits restricted movement more than we had presumed. As I 
stepped back, Dr. Anztan made room for me. Pressed against a bulkhead, 
we observed Pucky’s efforts. Behind his viewing slot I could see his eyes 
staring fixedly. There was silence. No one spoke. The indicator lights of the 
warp sensor had almost dimmed out by now. If we were lucky we would 
still be able to get away—provided that the master brain of the planetary 
defense system hesitated a little longer. 


Forward in the Control Central, Tuner was trying to bring the Gazelle 
under his control again, but as before the manual overrides were blocked. 
Under the influence of Pucky’s enormous telekinetic power, the hatch bolts 
began to screech. But before the round steel plate could swing open, 
disaster struck! 


I heard Tuner’s shout of warning. Simultaneously the indicators went off 
their scales. A deafening roar penetrated the ship’s hull as well as our 
armor-plated suits. I tried unsuccessfully to cover my ears instinctively. 
Numerous shouts rang in my helmet speaker, but this time I didn’t have to 
try understanding the words. My exterior microphone picked up the shriek 
of steel being ripped asunder, and nearby the bulkhead bulged inward. A 
glowing molten spot began to spread, and then the inner hatch of the 
airlock flew from its fastenings. 


Two of Tuner’s commandos were struck by the heavy shot and were 
slammed across the Control Central. As the deck manhole started to open, 
it exuded a superheated shockwave. Pucky was whirled aside and struck 
Rhodan so hard that both were knocked to the deck. I hung on to Anztan’s 
suited figure. A glance at the flickering viewscreen told me that the Gazelle 
was a wreck. The planet had now drawn it into an elliptical orbit. 


There was a roaring sound in the machine room below but this was no 
longer the powerful sound of operating equipment. Tongues of flame shot 
out of the hatch which Pucky’s efforts had almost fully opened. The shrill 
whistle of the compartment alarm warned that the outer hull’s temperature 
had risen to 10000 degrees Centigrade. It was high time to leave the ship. 


Our emergency lighting system also went out. Two meters away from me a 
hatch door blocked us off from the narrow companionway into the Control 
Central. It was glowing hot. My air-conditioner switched on automatically. 
I thrust my hands into the wide sleeves of the work arms and groped for the 
guide levers of my grippers. With my chin I depressed a switch which 
brought a microphone under my lips. 


“Atlan, to all hands! Get out! The ship is going to explode. Tuner, you’re 
shut off from the exit hatch. It’s warped and won’t budge. Blow your way 
out of the cockpit; we’re going through the main lock. Do you read me, 
Tuner?” 


“Read you, sir!” came the faint reply through my speaker. “We are now 
within 134 miles of the surface. We’re nearing orbital apogee. Should bring 
us within 186 miles. Move out, I'll wait.” 


“All right-we’ll meet outside. Beam out a distress call to the 
THEODORICH. We'll continue from here in our suits. Good luck!” 


That said everything that was appropriate to the occasion. Dr. Anztan 
caught my signal as I activated the electro-mechanical portion of my 
equipment and leapt forward. “Take Pucky, Anztan,” I panted into the 
mike. 


Rhodan’s armored suit had lodged between the heated hatch door and 
Pucky’s steel-plated figure. He couldn’t free himself. The mousebeaver 
appeared to be unconscious. Probably his more delicate body had not been 
able to take the impact. 


I gripped Perry’s suit by the shoulder eyehooks and fed full power to my 
leg-drive mechanism. With a mighty heave, Rhodan was freed from his 
position, and he finally stood on his feet. The small space between the 
maintenance hatch and the open airlock took on a dull red glow. The power 
room below was a flame. My suit indicator registered an outer temperature 
of 1800 degrees Centigrade. Had we been wearing normal spacesuits we 
would have been burned to death. 


“All right, ’m okay,” came Rhodan’s voice over the radio. “Anztan, you 
go first. Atlan and I will take the little one. Come on, let’s go!” The Ara 
scientist did not answer. He moved ponderously into the exit lock and 
pressed the switch contact for the outer hatch. While we were lifting Pucky 
up and hooking our grippers through his eyelet rings, we heard a shout 
from Anztan. 


“Controls are dead,” he called. “The hatch won’t open. What now?” 


I heard Rhodan’s labored breathing. Before he could answer, I had drawn 


my disintegrator from its holster and opened the safety catch. Anztan came 
back out. I stretched my arm past him. With my hand in the manual sleeve 
of my suit, I pressed the trigger. The scintillating glimmer of the 
disintegrating beam appeared against the Arkon steel. For a few moments 
the super-hard material glowed in response. Then it began to crumble. 


A heavy explosion under our feet threw us to the deck again. I was aware 
of a piercing cry but didn’t know who had uttered it. Before us an opening 
appeared. The shock wave from the explosion had torn the remnants of the 
outer hatch from its frame. With an effort I got up and groped my way 
forward, dragging Pucky’s limp form behind me. It was no longer possible 
to survive inside the Gazelle. We had to trust ourselves to our suits and 
open space. 


Waveringly I reached the opening in the outer hull of the flying disc. As I 
stepped out, I turned on my antigrav and adjusted the vernier control of the 
micro-propulsion unit. I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard the typical 
putter of its starting process. In modern spacesuits of Terran design, 
intermittent impulse engines were employed. They were synchronous self- 
loaders whose jet plasma was densified in a compression field. 


Together with Pucky I was carried away. After fastening him to my tow- 
hook, I turned in flight to look back at the GZ-24. It was already several 
hundred meters away but could be made out clearly. The outer hull was 
aglow. Repeatedly there were blinding flashes coming from its ruptured 
power and engine compartments. Rhodan and Dr. Anztan had also gotten 
away. On my scanner screen I noted the rhythmic lines of their propulsion 
units. 


That was when I suddenly cried out in alarm. “Tuner—Tuner, do you hear 
me? Come in, Tuner!” 


“No use,” called Rhodan. “The shock wave of the last explosion reached 
the Control Central. Tuner had not yet released the cockpit canopy. I tried 
to blast open the warped companionway hatch. The control deck is gutted. 
Stop your yelling.” 

The last words seemed to come through brokenly. Rhoden forced himself 
to regard the death of the 7 men as an unalterable fact, yet I knew what it 
was costing him. He was not the type of administrator or officer who cold- 
bloodedly included casualty quotas in his planning. With him, other 
statistics were more realistic. 


I refrained from answering, although I still could hear that last ghastly cry. 
My agitated senses brought a scene of horror to my mind. I shook off the 


impression and concentrated on Rhodan’s approach. When he came near I 
threw out a magnetic line and anchored him with it. Our spacesuits had 
already turned on our life-support systems. Pucky still showed no signs of 
life. However, Rhodan’s slightly developed telepathic faculty enabled him 
to determine that the mousebeaver was only unconscious. 


More than 6 miles away the Gazelle hurtled along its random orbit. Our 
propulsion units were giving us more velocity with each passing second, 
which promised to free us from the planet’s gravity field eventually. 


“Faster!” urged Perry. “When she blow she’ll unleash several megatons. 
Faster!” 


When I turned my rheostat all the way on there was a responding howl 
from my back pack. Rhodan and Dr. Anztan hovered a few meters in front 
of me, gliding through the absolute vacuum of intercosmic space. We were 
flying toward the convex lens of the galaxy, as if the Milky Way could 
offer us hope and salvation. At the moment no one cared to dwell on the 
thought that in this unending desolation we were smaller than grains of 
sand in one of the great deserts of Earth. 


Rhodan’s silhouette revealed itself against the glitter of the galaxy. Had we 
not been flying in that direction I would not have been able to see him. 
Behind us lay the Posbi planet of Everblack. Since we had not turned on 
our IR scanners it could no longer be seen. Nor did we dare to use our radio 
direction finders. 


Just as I had decided to call the THEODORICH, the light rays of a 
tremendous atomic explosion reached us. Far in the distance an artificial 
sun expanded. No one said a word since we all knew that our little 
spaceship had been reduced to energy. The blue-white flame turned to a 
deep red as the nuclear process subsided. There was only a lingering 
fluorescence where a Terran spacecraft had perished. 


I thought of Maj. Tuner and the 6 commandos with him. They had been 
denied the chance of ever setting foot on Everblack. The thought aroused 
me from momentary lethargy. Pucky was the last one in our flight line, and 
I remembered I was towing him. Suddenly uneasy, I checked the tow line, 
but the hooks were still firm. According to my hasty reckoning, our 
velocity must now have been high enough to escape the pull of gravity. I 
turned on my transceiver. 


“We've reached 12% miles per second. That’s enough. Turn off your 
engines or we might still be detected.” 


I was aware of Rhodan’s laughter, which sounded bitter and humorless. 


“Fine, turn them off,” he said. “However, the danger of being traced is not 
our main concern, Arkonide! We’d better hope that we don’t cross the 
flight path of a supply fleet. If a ship emerged from hyperspace now, we 
would be ripped apart by the shockwave.” 


He had expressed something that I had been avoiding the thought of I 
tensed as I heard a sigh. At first I thought that Pucky had recovered, but 
then I heard the Ara mumbling. I finally saw him when he edged out 
slightly behind Rhodan’s figure. A portion of Anztan’s spacesuit was 
discernible against the star wall of the Milky Way. 


“There’s a proverb among my people,” said the scientist unhappily. 
“Friendship with a Terran is dangerous. He will always bring his friends 
somehow into difficulties.” 


In spite of our desperate situation, I was forced to smile. How right the old 
man was! 


“Nonsense!” Rhodan’s voice sounded irritable in my speaker. “It was an 
accident. We were not attacked at all. Either we were hit by a shockwave or 
we were grazed by the energy screen of an approaching supply ship.” 


“Even so,” replied the Ara flatly, ““Terrans have the characteristic faculty of 
coming into conflict with such unforeseen situations. Haven’t you also a 
proverb that refers to such things?” 


“Fools rush in where angels fear to tread,” I said hastily—-and added with 
sarcasm: “You don’t have to fret about it, my dear Doctor. In this respect 
the human race is unteachable. Even their early ancestors were at their best 
when they could charge out at a cave bear with a stone axe. When all the 
while there were other animals which were easier to attack and far less 
dangerous. The present-day Terrans are not one jot wiser.” 


“You talk too much, Arkonide.” 
“Very well, then let us concentrate on how we may extract our precious 


carcasses from these suits as well as from intergalactic space. Under these 
circumstances, I would risk a call to the THEODORICH.” 

Perry hesitated. Finally he said, “It can be assumed that the GZ-24 was 
detected. In that case, why didn’t they shoot at us?” 

“To a robot, dead is dead. Using their guns would have been a waste of 
energy.” 


“Tl grant you that. But what would happen if the Posbis picked up our 
hypercom communication? Our suits’ directional beams are not well 
enough designed. We would generate stray emanations.” 


I looked again at the distant Milky Way. The air-conditioning fan of my 
armored suit hummed reassuringly. My feet were gradually getting numb, 
however. I tried to withdraw them slightly from the rigid leg guides and the 
movement helped. 


“So let them spot us. It’s doubtful that they have smaller spacecraft. They 
would hardly dispatch a linear-drive giant just for us. Such a danger is 
secondary. The main threat is shockwaves from an oncoming transport.” 


So he had realized where our one chance lay. We had to gamble everything 
on a single card. Moments later I perceived a chirping sound in my 
hypercom receiver. It was the call signal for the THEODORICH, which 
was waiting for us 100 light years away. 


“QQRXT,” called Rhodan in verbal code. 


If the THEODORICH received this, the crew would know that we were in 
mortal danger and that our scoutship had been destroyed. 


“QORXT, QQORXT-Rho-QQRXT-4PA X-QRXT..!” 


As I listened to this I knew that Rhodan had done all he could. Claudrin 
would now certainly try to track our 4 moving bodies and to locate us. Of 
course this was a case that had been provided for in the planning. Terrans 
never forgot such things. They never left anything to chance. 


I turned my suit around 180 degrees and tried to locate Everblack. Its name 
was appropriate. In spite of its size it could not be seen. I turned on my 
infra-red scanner and there was its reddish disc on the special screen of my 
helmet. 


The THEODORICH returned no answering signal. We could only hope that 
our distress call had been heard. But if I knew the Terrans there was no 
doubt about it. Probably Claudrin had manned the com central with his best 
men. Once the THEODORICH was in semi-space, it couldn’t answer, 
anyway. Besides, Claudrin had been maintaining the strictest radio silence. 


I occupied myself with the problem of the rescue maneuver. Naturally the 
THEODORICH would come out of the libration zone with at least 30% 
light speed. Perhaps he would launch a lifeboat for us and meanwhile cover 
us by flying a diversion attack over Everblack with his heavily-armed super 
ship. If he made good use of the fictive transmitter we would have a good 
chance. 


Seconds later the barometer of my hopes sank to a new low. It would not 
have been necessary for Rhodan to shout his warning. After all, our suits 
also had attack sensors. Their chirping alarm clearly indicated that we had 
been scanned by hyper-fast reflex pulses. Something was out there that was 


interested, after all, in us four dust motes lost in Eternity. Our armored suits 
were excellent reflectors for tracking beams. 


I turned around in some consternation but perceived only the cheerless 
blackness of the abyss. The distant Milky Way looked like a glowing mass 
of molten metal in a cosmic casting mould. It was beautiful, our home 
galaxy—breathtakingly beautiful. It was a bitter experience to have to die in 
sight of such a grandiose view. It made a man feel smaller and more 
negligible than he actually was. Then such sentimental feelings gave way 
to a primitive fear of the inevitable. It was a frenzy that inundated our 
senses like storm-tossed waves in a hurricane. 


A gnawing, pulling sensation in my stomach began to pervade my body. I 
tried to moisten my parched lips with the tip of my tongue. Then came 
Rhodan’s voice, with renewed forcefulness. 


“Just don’t lose your nerve, friends. The THEODORICH is almost here. 
You can be sure they’ Il give the enemy a broadside.” 


I smiled. This gray-eyed barbarian could control himself. Anztan’s 
moaning distracted men Aras detested anything warlike, being 
correspondingly more sensitive. Since he had developed his qualities in 
cloistered laboratories, the old man must be going through the torments of 
hell just now. 


As I bent my head forward to look down, I became dizzy. The time was 
nearing for something to happen. My scanning sensor was reaching the 
volume mark of 7. The sender was getting close. The volume increase 
meant that it was on board a spaceship. So the Posbis hadn’t decided to 
disregard us, after all. Where was the THEODORICH? 


5. 
STRANDED 


The giant Terran battleship had emerged from semi-space. 


Commander Claudrin and his fighting crewmen were masters at their trade. 
If the combative strength of the THEODORICH were to be measured by 
the quality of its crew, then it would have to be classed as invincible. I 
knew of no race in the galaxy who could match the humans in manly 
courage, daring and deliberation. This is why I had long since realized that 
Earth’s super battleships could only be defeated by either superior numbers 
or by some ultimate weapon. 


And now the great flagship was living up to its name. I could not see the 
atomic fire of its concerted broadsides with my naked eyes, but when the 
energy beams struck the enemy defense screens, a glaring beacon of light 
would flash from the intergalactic void. My hand-sized energy sensor 
screen was alive with colorful wavelines. With every available weapon the 
super warship was firing at targets that our inferior scanners were not able 
to make out. 


“Must be at least 10 fragment ships out there!” Rhodan had commented 
shortly after the appearance of the flagship. 


That had convinced me that Claudrin could have no chance of a victory 
here. We were familiar with the Posbis’ so-called transformation beams, 
which could fire 1000-gigaton nuclear bombs. There was no defense 
against such concentrated force when detonated directly before the target. 
Of course Claudrin could reciprocate in kind by using the fictive 
transmitter. By this means he could also detonate fusion bombs close to the 
fragment ships’ energy screens. This was our most effective weapon, but 
unfortunately there was only one fictive transmitter. 


The battle had been going on for three minutes. During that time the 
THEODORICH had eliminated two fragment ships. We could hear the 
officers’ commands over our hypercoms. Claudrin had seen to it that they 
were on our frequency. His ship was about 1.25 million miles away from 
us. Again and again we saw brilliant flashes in its vicinity. The glowing 
bursts were so tremendous that we had to close our eyes. It seemed to us 
that someone was igniting ultra-violet suns around us. One transformation 
explosion came so near to us that we thought the end had come. We had 


drawn in our magnetic lines so that we were anchored to each other, side by 
side. Pucky was still unconscious, so we could do nothing to help him. 


“It’s not going to work!” said Dr. Anztann “They’re too powerful. I-I-” 
“Quiet!” cut in Perry gruffly. A message was coming through. 


“Claudrin here!” came the commander’s thunderous voice in our helmet 
speakers. “A shot penetrated our screens at the ring bulge. Two engines 
gone. Maneuverability is limited. Can you track the rescue craft we sent out 
to you?” 

“Rhodan to THEODORICH. What’s its position at the moment?” 

“Very close to you, sir. The pilot has you on his screen already.” 


I suspected what Rhodan’s answer was going to be. “Order to Commander 
Claudrin—abandon attack! Your rescue boat has been destroyed. That was 
the blast we just saw in our vicinity. Head for home. With two engines 
gone you’ re not fit for action.” 

“But sir, we—” 

Perry’s answering words were hard. “Obey that order, Jefe! You can’t 
rescue us now, but in a few seconds you can be destroyed! Break off, on the 
double! Call the MASO VI. Tell them that Bell is to get under way with the 
14th Fleet. 


“Sir, we can still do it! I just can’t let you—” 


“But you must!” Perry interrupted again. “It’s senseless to sacrifice the 
THEODORICH. We'll land on Everblack and wait till Bell shows up.” 


Claudrin’s answering call sounded desperate. “But can’t Pucky help you to 
get on board?” 


“No, he’s unconscious. For the last time, turn your tail and see to it you get 
home safely. That is all!” 


Four gigantic flashes expanded from the area where the super ship was 
located. A thunder of detonations rattled our speakers. Claudrin’s next 
announcement did not sound so confident. 


“A hit! Defense screen down. Pole canopy ‘red’ is melting. Fictive 
transmitter isn’t responding. I’m turning back, sir.” 

“Now you’re getting some sense! Lots of luck, THEODORICH!”’ 

We looked out there where the Terrans were fighting for their lives. A 
number of transformation blasts died away to spheres of flaming gas. The 
brilliance made it seem as though Everblack had acquired a new sun. We 
were not able to observe the flight of the flagship, even though space 


around us was flashing with all types of energy discharges. 
“Tf they don’t get through,” sobbed the Ara, “we are lost!” 


We detected no trace of energy that might have indicated their entrance 
into the libration zone. But I heard from my extra brain. Its coldly logical 
impulses superimposed themselves over my emotional perceptions and 
brought me to my senses. Rhodan had already revealed the only possible 
solution. We had to land on Everblack and try to carry on with the help of 
our special equipment. Regrettably, we had to do without the vital auxiliary 
devices which had been destroyed along with the Gazelle. Among other 
items was an Akon micro-transmitter we had hoped to take with us. Since it 
had been tuned to the, THEODORICH’s receivers, it would have been of 
inestimable service. 


“T’ll take the lead,” I said as calmly as possible. “Please don’t lose your 
head, Doctor. All is not lost yet. Claudrin must have gotten away. The 
damaged engines aren’t needed for linear flight, and the Kalup is probably 
still working. The 14th Fleet consists entirely of major warships and super 
battleships. If they come here, some daredevil interceptor pilot will be able 
to pick us up from Everblack. Are you ready?” 


“Ready,” responded Rhodan. “Have you located the planet?” 


“It’s glimmering in my IR-screen. Let out your magnetic lines. Let’s keep a 
distance of about 10 meters. Anztan, keep tracking my propulsion 
radiations. Set your defense screen to phase 1. Do you understand me?” 


Anztan uttered an indefinable sound as his answer. I pulled Pucky’s 
armored suit closer and gripped it with my right set of work claws. A few 
moments later we started our braking maneuver. It took us 10 minutes to 
reduce our velocity to zero, after which we could begin our flight to 
Everblack. We accelerated at minimum thrust in order to minimize the 
danger of detection as much as possible. 


I judged the distance to the Posbi planet to be about 62000 miles. It was 
still so close that it more than filled our viewscreens. There was no way we 
could miss it now. I flew purely by sight and made no effort to work out a 
specific angle of approach. The planet appeared to hang motionless in 
space. It had evidently not always been out here so deep in intergalactic 
space, but at present it had neither a central sun to orbit around nor any 
other points of reference. 

“Its trajectory speed is about 9.3 miles per second,” Rhodan informed us. 
“It’s enough if we accelerate about half that rate. We’ ll fly two close orbits 
in the gravitational field and land as swiftly as we can.” 


I nodded without answering. Our flight through the immeasurable depths of 
the abyss between galaxies was depressing. Hallucinations tended to 
impinge themselves on the normal senses. I drew my hands from the work 
arms and rubbed my eyes. All the operating indicators were showing green. 
My miniature spaceship was working as reliably as its Terran designers had 
intended. I drew my posterior from the back of the suit and supported my 
feet against the joints of my leg-guides, whereby I was able to shove my 
body upwards. In this position I could at least take a rest, even though my 
knees were hard-pressed against the front side. But just this minimal 
amount of new comfort served to alleviate my depression somewhat. 


The monotonous fluttering sound of the propulsion unit made me sleepy. 
When my eyes closed I realized for the first time how tired I was. We could 
no longer see our own galaxy because it was behind us. Far distant points 
of light revealed, however, that many other star systems existed beyond the 
abyss. I opened the filter blind and looked through the armor-plastic plate 
of my view slot. One of those light points was the nebula in Andromeda; 
but even that was merely a dust mote in the universe. 


Everblack came nearer. Our gravity meters indicated that we had once 
more been captured by the planet’s attraction. Rhodan announced that 
Pucky’s conscious impulses were coming back. No doubt the little fellow 
would soon regain consciousness. Immediately my extra brain began to 
make suggestions, which I did not accept. The mousebeaver was not yet 
ready for action. He would naturally still feel weak. He needed his full 
mental powers to be able to use his paranormal faculties. 


Anztan apparently wasn’t speaking to us. When I called him I noted that he 
had turned off his helmet radio. 


“Don’t disturb him,” said Rhodan. “I'll be satisfied if he just holds out. He 
has to come to grips with his fears in his own way.” 


When we reached a velocity of 4.3 miles per second, we turned off our 
propulsion units and went into free fall. The landing wouldn’t be difficult, 
provided that the automatic defenses of the planet did not consider us to be 
menacing objects. In that case we’d have no chance of surviving. Rhodan 
appeared to be occupied with the same thoughts. 


He sounded uneasy. “Can you find out if Pucky’s individual absorber is 
turned on?” 


“One moment...” 


I shoved my arms into the elastic sleeves next to the rigid work arms. There 
was a feeling of suction as I shoved my hands into the space mitts. They 


limited my sense of touch but were considerably better than the metal 
claws. I checked the outside controls of Pucky’s suit. Everything was in 
order. 


“It’s on, Perry, don’t worry. There’s no way they can detect our body 
radiations.” 


“You hope,” he grumbled. “I’m also worried about those supply ships. 
When did the last one come out of hyperspace?” 


I tried to calculate. I conjectured that the last one had made its entry about 
21 minutes ago. 


“What? Only 20 minutes?” 
“21 minutes,” I corrected him. 
“Whatever. Maybe we’re in luck.” 


I remained silent. The conversation was precarious. We knew only too well 
what was before us. My logic sector dangled the scene of an operating 
room before me. Suddenly I was tensely awake. I may have emitted a 
startled sound. 


“What’s the matter?” asked Rhodan, also on edge. 


I moistened my lips and answered hesitatingly. “I was thinking of the 
Posbis and their curiosity. If they capture us alive they might think of us as 
interesting subjects for research!” 


“Yes—so?” 


“How would you like a vivisection? Or do you think perhaps they know 
anything about the pain senses of a living creature?” 


He cleared his throat as I waited in suspense for an answer. When it came, 
it was typical of a Terran. 


“T wouldn’t like being cut into with or without anesthetics. We’re going to 
be hard nuts for them to crack, Arkonide.”’ 


“The Terran has spoken!” I said sarcastically. “You still feel your 
omnipotent self, is that it?” 


“As long as I’m alive and have first class equipment and a weapon, for me 
the sun still shines.” 


I turned involuntarily to look back. “The closest one is more than 100000 
light years away. You’re an optimist, Barbarian. But that’s the way you all 
are. You remind me of a French nobleman who had been sentenced to the 
guillotine. He handed his powdered wig to the executioner, remarking that 
it mustn’t get soiled because he would need it later.” 


Rhodan muttered something that I couldn’t quite get. “What happened to 
him?” he inquired finally. 

“He was an optimist like you, but of course he had a better chance than we 
do. I hauled him down from the bloody stand. My psycho-beamer was very 
effective.” 


Perry laughed. It didn’t sound forced. “Fine, then in our case we can hope 
that the 14th Fleet will play its role. Is the planet much closer by now?” 


“We’re slipping into an orbit. It’s lucky this cosmic boulder doesn’t have 
an atmosphere.” 


The next thing I did was to check out my weapons. They were all in order. 
The time for taut nerves had come again. Compared to the landing 
operation ahead of us, our flight through space was a “milk run,” as the 
Terrans say. During the past few moments we had come within range of the 
guns of Everblack. 


6. 
THE “TRUE” LIFE FORM 


I felt the impact against my feet. The joint linkages in my leg tubes clicked 
together under the pressure, and I gave an involuntary counter-impulse that 
caused the metal legs of the suit to spring out again. They acted like shock 
absorbers. Since my grav regulator was set to absorb about 1.3-g, the action 
caused me to bounce away like a football. 


I heard an alien-sounding curse which could only have come from the Ara. 
10 minutes after our landing, Pucky had regained consciousness, and now 
he chirped like a frightened bird. The situation was tragicomical. Although 
the enemy had refrained from shooting at us, they had pulled us out of the 
black skies with tractor beams—so swiftly that we almost crashed against 
the ground. Anztan had made the superfluous remark that the Posbis had 
probably traced us. Neither Rhodan nor myself had any reason to dispute 
this obvious possibility. The facts spoke for themselves. 


Before my eyes was a kaleidoscope of superimposed visual impressions. I 
was whirling through emptiness, but my suit’s automatic controls finally 
decided to stop the rotation. I deactivated the antigrav and its residual force 
field sufficed to arrest my plunging motion enough to set me fairly gently 
on my feet. Yet the contact was audibly hard. I noted that we had reached a 
broad area which was apparently a space-port for the fragment ships of the 
supply fleet. My infra-red equipment operated flawlessly. Due to the 
relatively high level of heat radiation on Everblack, I could see my 
surroundings as clearly as if a sun were shining. Just before our arrival I 
had switched my viewer to an extreme wide angle, which had the 
disadvantage of falsifying apparent distances. 


I didn’t wait until Rhodan had also touched the ground. He was busy with 
Anztan, whom he had embraced in an attempt to guide him downward. I 
withdrew my hands from the jointed sleeves of the suit and also turned on 
my normal optical system. The laser-amplified reproduction of my 
surroundings was so weak, however, that I could only make out the 
buildings or open strips that were illuminated by artificial light sources. I 
switched the normal optics off. The screen inside my helmet only 
responded now to the infra-red pickup, but the reception could be amplified 
as required. 


It was an unreal type of vision which one had to get accustomed to. If our 
heads had not been stuck in our helmets, our new IR-goggles with built-in 
pickups would have been more practical. At least they provided a normal 
field of vision. But we were forced to observe the hand-sized circular IR- 
screen. The advantage of straightline observation wasn’t as great as the 
suits’ designers had claimed. I was tempted all the time to turn my head to 
look behind me, without working the controls that would also turn my 
body. 


Pucky landed next to me. Through his parapsychic faculties he had 
discovered more than we had. “Back!” his voice shrilled in our helmet 
speakers. “Get back behind that nearest building. Somebody’s coming!” 


We started to run, and now the guide mechanisms of our leg-drives proved 
their worth. By use of our antigravs we achieved an almost weightless 
gliding motion at fairly high speed. Due to the absence of an atmosphere 
we didn’t have any air resistance to overcome. There was no stabilization 
problems to contend with. These, however, were the only amenities the 
planet of darkness had to offer. So we continued to run as swiftly as a fast 
ground car for about a kilometer. Without any signs of fatigue we came to 
the rear of the building which appeared to be a ship hangar. 


I saw Rhodan motion to the plug-in contact of his suit. Obviously it would 
be unwise to operate radio-communication equipment in a fully robotized 
world. We could be effortlessly traced by any Posbi. I extracted the 
connector cable from the feeder drum on my chest and plugged into 
Rhodan’s receptor socket. Pucky and Anztan followed my example. 


“So much for that!” I heard Perry comment. 


When I looked through the armor-plastic viewplate of my helmet I 
perceived only the deepest blackness. It was so complete that I could not 
make out the figures of my companions in front of me. 


“Pucky, how strong do you feel?” I inquired hastily. 


“In an emergency I guess I can still teleport, but actually I need another 
half hour. What was wrong with me? Nobody’s told me anything. Where is 
Jefe with the THEODORICH?”’ 


“Hopefully not in the ‘other world, 


999 


sulked the Ara scientist. 


“I want to know what was wrong with me,” insisted the mousebeaver. “I 
was trying to get the maintenance hatch open, and suddenly the lights went 
out.” 


“Right,” interjected Perry, “but now you’re switched on again. No more 
questions. We are located on Everblack, and—” 


“['m already aware of that,” cried Pucky peevishly. “Pll handle those 
scraps of tin all by myself!” 


“Braggart,” I whispered into my microphone. “If I’m not totally mistaken, 
it only took the Posbis 10 minutes to catch us. At any rate they know that 
their tractor beams have brought us down safely.” 


Anztan’s scientific curiosity was awakened. I had previously noted that he 
quickly forgot danger and emergencies when his technical interests were 
involved. “How do you define ‘we’ or ‘us?’” he challenged. “Your 
Eminence should be reminded that—” 


“Forget my title!” 


“Thank you—as you wish. You should consider that we have not come here 
as organically living beings, but as robots. We have proof of the Posbis’ 
ingrained attachment to mechanical creatures, with or without synthetic 
brains. I don’t see why our camouflage on Everblack shouldn’t prove 
effective.” 


I was thinking of our built-in individual absorbers. Actually they blanketed 
our bodily emanations so completely that even the Mutant Corps had been 
fooled by them. 


“So what may we deduce from that?” pondered Rhodan. “The mission on 
Frago and other operations of this kind were successful. Our agents were 
never recognized as humans. How do you feel the Posbis here will react?” 


My logic sector became active again. Meanwhile, Pucky had moved as far 
from us as his connector cable allowed. He was peeking around the corner 
of the hangar building. In the circular screen of the [R-optics a highly 
technological environment was visible. Frago was also a world of darkness 
and hadn’t seemed to be in any wise different from this one. There Van 
Moders had seen exclusively industrial installations which were designed 
for the most variegated range of purposes. From outer space, the surface of 
Everblack had also appeared to be an interlaced mass of metallic 
constructions. During our landing approach we had made careful 
observations. Naturally we had not expected to find green prairies and 
babbling brook. That would have been out of the question on a sunless and 
airless world. 


On the other hand we had expected to find barren stretches of land, rugged 
mountains and dried-out sea bottoms, which the original nature of the 
planet suggested. We were in for a surprise. Everblack was one solid mass 
of buildings. One industrial complex after another made the visible surface 
look like an unbroken network of hangars, factories and steel towers of 


every description where any open spaces were functionally bound to some 
specific purpose. Nowhere had we seen anything comparable to any other 
planet. 


I held it to be an impossibility that Nature would have fashioned a celestial 
body without mountains and ranges of hills. No such phenomenon had ever 
existed. Even if the planet had been entirely flat on its surface, there would 
still have to be minor differences in its crust formation. 


We thought we had found an answer. Analysis of the BRESLAU data had 
indicated that the Posbis were suffering a shortage of raw material. For 
unknown reasons a number of scientists had maintained that these unique 
machines had mastered the art of matter transformation. If this were true, 
they could produce any desired element from other substances. It could be 
that Everblack’s original mountains had been used up in this process 
thousands of years ago. I was personally convinced that there were few 
traces left, if any, of minerals and ores. It seemed they had even gone so far 
as to plunder the very core of the planet, in order to convert its earthen 
mass into technologically useful elements. It was a breathtaking theory. I 
knew of no tactic race that was capable of creating steel from dirt. 


The Posbis’ incomprehensible transformation cannons had already 
indicated that unusual processes were utilized here. The observed supply 
ships had been bringing simple earth with all types of raw impurities. If 
they did not possess a means of transforming matter, then why take up 
valuable cargo space to transport millions of tons of worthless rocks and 
dirt? The problem interested me to an extreme. If it were possible to find a 
clue to the mystery, then there would be no more raw material problems. 


ok 


Pucky nudged me and tore me from my deliberations. Meanwhile Rhodan 
had been explaining some things that I hadn’t listened to. Nor did I care to 
inquire about them. There was not much to say anyway. 


“They’re coming!” announced the mousebeaver. “What now?” 


I would have given much to see Rhodan’s eyes just then, but they were 
hidden behind the face of his unwieldy-looking helmet. Our operating 
equipment, especially the micro power plants, generated so much heat 
radiation that our silhouettes were clearly visible. The synthetic eyes of the 
bio-robots also seemed to work on the infra-red basis. For them we must 
have been lit up like searchlight beacons. 


“So now they’re taking an interest in us,” I heard Perry whisper, “Why? 


During the Panotol mission we were never conspicuous to them. What have 
we done wrong, or what’s happened in the meantime that we couldn’t 
foresee?” 


As he stepped closer to me I caught sight of a part of his face behind his 
viewplate. He seemed to be perspiring. My IR-optics were picking up his 
bodily heat. My heart pounded heavily and almost painfully. It was a 
bewildering situation. 


Then we suddenly heard from Anztan. “I can’t give you much of the 
technical side of it,” he said, “but there’s something I can say about the 
capabilities of their bio-plastic brains. I presume that there is a permanent 
communication system between all Posbi planets, so the events on Panotol 
could have served as a lesson to them. They lost all their humanoid 
prisoners there. I consider the robots to be learning motivated. If they have 
circuits which operate not only on an electro-positronic basis but also with 
support from concentrations of nerve plasma, then thinking processes are 
not an impossibility. Assuming this, I don’t see why the Posbis could not 
have developed intelligence.” 


“It almost seems you could be right, Doctor,” replied Rhodan. “You should 
have mentioned this sooner.” 


“T’ve said it before,” retorted Anztan in an injured tone. “Nobody believed 
me. Van Moders is a praiseworthy exception.” 


Rhodan cleared his throat and I could not suppress a sneering chuckle. I 
knew that no one had listened to the Ara scientist. 


“If you’re going to keep on talking nonsense,” said Pucky, “in three 
minutes we’re all going to be fried!” 


“T wish that the 14th Fleet were here by now,” sighed Anztan. “But please— 
I'll follow whatever you say. Don’t concern yourselves about me.” 


“1’m sorry to have placed you in danger, Doctor,’ Rhodan apologized. 
“The 14th Fleet is ready for action and especially equipped for long-range 
flight. If Claudrin managed to get off a message, the ships must be under 
way by now.” 


I said nothing. It was obvious that Reginald Bell could not be here until the 
expiration of at least 60 hours. 

Pucky cut in: “I’m picking up many impulses. They are weak but they are 
thought impulses. Where do we go from here?” 

I looked around me. The technical environment of Everblack offered a 
million hiding places. The only question was, how long could we remain 


concealed? 


Rhodan shook off his mood of resignation. When he began to speak I felt 
that the Terran had regained his will to survive. Perry was a man who could 
suppress all thoughts of possible danger in such situations. When 
everything was at stake, he never allowed himself to be overcome by 
emotions and doubts. 


“Let’s disconnect our cables. We’Il still keep a strict radio silence not to be 
broken except in extreme emergency. We’ll stay close together and not lose 
sight of each other. Pucky will serve as our extra means of communication. 
Little One—where are the Posbis coming from?” 


“Mainly from the spaceport, but there are some on the left and the right of 
us. Pll lead you.” He turned around without giving us another glance. 


I unplugged the cable and pressed the spring mechanism of my take-up 
drum. The line reeled in. My outside microphone was not picking up a 
sound. In the absence of air the propagation of sound waves was 
impossible. Only when we bumped into something or the light steel cleats 
of our boot soles clanked against the metallic pavement was there some 
type of resonance produced, but it still came through as indefinable noise. 


Farther ahead the gates of the hangar swung open. Inside it was darker than 
outside. Probably there were no sources of heat in the building. In the 
opening, several humanlike figures were silhouetted. As Anztan reached for 
his weapon I placed a hand on his arm and pressed it down. It would be 
senseless to start shooting at this stage. We still had a better chance without 
hostilities. 


The buzzer of my symbol receiver sounded. The simultaneous translator 
flashed green. The incoming message, consisting only of groups of 
symbols, was automatically converted to intelligible sounds. If we wished 
to communicate, ourselves, the reverse process could be used. The buzzing 
grew louder. Rhodan rapped the breastplate of my suit with his gloved 
knuckles. I signaled a confirmation. Both of us seemed to be receiving the 
message. 


Yet I was startled when the loudspeaker of the symbol receiver began to 
operate. The message did not surprise me. We had often encountered the 
same inquiry ever since the first appearance of the Posbis. 


The question was stated in an unmodulated tone. “Are you the true life 
form?” 


“The game is up!” said my extra brain, but I did not agree. 


Rhodan knocked on my chest again and gave me a signal. I understood that 


I was to give an answer. I quickly switched on the symbol unit’s 
transmitter. The stereotyped question was not at all as easy to answer as we 
had quite recently considered it to be. Of course I had long experience 
dealing with robots, but I would have been happier to have Van Moders 
with us just now. 


In many instances, general robot psychology didn’t seem to apply to the 
Posbis. They reacted differently than the purely mechanical types, whose 
thought processes were based on the strictest adherence to their 
programming. This meant that one had to address himself to abstract 
computer logic. However, the Posbis possessed a living auxiliary brain that 
was connected to their hyperpositronic circuits. Emotions were generated 
which were hardly comprehensible to a human. I had to perform the feat of 
thinking and answering simultaneously in terms of both emotions and 
positronic logic. 

Rhodan clumped more heavily against my armor plate. I dipped my chin 
against the microphone swivel and brought the instrument to my lips. 


Carefully I replied: “We are the true life form. We thank the true life in 
return. But we are afraid. Your world is bright. We think there may be rust 
here.” 


My helmet radio crackled. Rhodan had turned on his transceiver but at such 
low volume that I could barely understand him in spite of his closeness to 
me. “Have you gone crazy?” he whispered. “What’s all that about? 
Attention everyone: radio silence is lifted again. We’d better be able to 
communicate.” 


“His answer was very good,” said Anztan hastily. “The idea of ‘rust’ was 
an excellent choice. For a robot, corrosion is equivalent to mechanical 
death. Their emotional sectors would have to respond to that because rust- 
corroded carriers would also be dangerous to their auxiliary brains. 
Continue your answer, sir.” 


I paid little heed to his explanation. The rust idea had come to me 
intuitively. Possibly this could evoke equal response from both the 
positronic mentality and the nerve cell plasma. I based my approach on the 
supposition that both these elements formed a functional unity. At least this 
is what Van Moders had claimed. 


Suddenly I heard Pucky whimpering. I turned to him quickly and saw that 
he had lifted up his hands as if to cover his ears. The work sleeves hung 
limply from the upper part of his breast cage. 


“What’s the matter?” I asked in alarm. “Little One, talk! What do you 


hear?” 


“Panic, pity, hazy emotional outcries—all of them related to some kind of 
disaster. Strong emanations—nothing to do with the peanut-sized plasma 
brains of the robots. The output is much more intense.” 


“Trace it down,” ordered Rhodan. “Get their position.” 


Only seconds later did I realize how quickly the Terran had comprehended 
the situation. He was always quick on the trigger. My symbol receiver 
came to life again. 


“We give greetings to the true life forms, but we must investigate. There is 
no rust. Filter down your receptors. Our world must be bright.” 


If I hadn’t been riding two tracks of thought, I would not have caught the 
import of this. My allusion to the supposed bright illumination proved our 
‘robot identity’ more conclusively than hours of explanation. Only 
mechanical creatures with special equipment would register Everblack’s 
heat emanations as ‘bright’. In one stroke we had isolated ourselves from 
organic life. 


“Or maybe not,” said my extra brain dispassionately. “There are galactic 
races who see very well in the infra-red range.” 


I hoped that the Posbis were not aware of such intelligences. Their answer 
already indicated as much. In any case they had not found any infra-red 
seers among the Springers on Panotol, which was a life insurance policy for 
our side. 


The planet Mechanica and the three robot ships of that adventure came to 
mind. What was the expression the master brain of the seed ship had 
always used? 

“The builders!” was a thought that came from my photographic memory. 

I stepped forward quickly. Rhodan, Anztan and Pucky had already drawn 
back. In the dark gate to the hangar there was a swarm of Posbis. More of 
them kept coming. They stood there motionlessly and watched us. 
Evidently they had received instructions not to come nearer. This gained us 
a few more minutes. 


“Ridiculous!” said my extra brain. “The 14th Fleet needs 60 hours. What 
do a few minutes matter?” 

I began to hate this extra faculty of mine. Unfortunately I couldn’t shut it 
off completely. 


I toyed with the concept of “the builders.” In this connection I hoped that 
the assumptions of the Terran scientists were at least approximately correct. 


If the Posbis had been built by the intelligences of Mechanica, they must 
know that word. There were countless unknown factors that could be fatal 
to us. 


I began to speak again. The symbol transmitter and the simultaneous 
translator worked faultlessly. “Our builders warned us against brightness 
and rust. You lie! You are not the true life form. You have attacked us, yet 
we are the true form of life. Our big carrier ship exploded. How could the 
true life form destroy the descendants of the builders?” 


This was pure robot psychology. My purpose was to prove the existence of 
our “positronic brains” without mentioning the subject directly. The 
Posbis’ mechanical evaluation would have to accept such an explanation. 


Rhodan didn’t correct me anymore. He seemed to guess that I was using 
my former experience with the now extinct robot Regent of the Arkon 
Empire. But there was a possible danger in spite of this. If the Posbis took 
us for machines, their logic processes would have to raise the question as to 
why we hadn’t considered it possible for them, the Posbis, to have 
destroyed our ship unintentionally. I tried to convince myself that they 
would consider us as inferior machines who were not capable of such 
perception. 


Yes—that was a solution. If the enemy was as perfect as he was generally 
claimed to be, at least his mechanical logic sectors must have recognized 
our underdeveloped state. How the sensory-emotional sectors might react 
was another question. I still had to do something to balance out the plasma 
sectors in our favor. 


Cautiously I retreated to my waiting friends. Pucky had become silent. 
Apparently he had put up a mental block. As our best telepath he was 
capable of locating the master control station that Rhodan suspected was 
here. Or hadn’t Perry been thinking of this at all when he had instructed the 
mousebeaver to trace the source of the paranormal emanations? 


The buzzing of my receiver turned my thoughts into other channels. A 
Posbi message came through: 


“We are the true life. We regret the destruction of your carrier ship. We did 
not fire upon it. It was an accident. We do not lie. We love you and will 
help you. Come... !” 


As my companions moved away I turned to see where they were going, 
forgetting to also turn my suit. It was so sudden that my neck pained me. I 
had to maneuver around to follow them because it would have been 
unthinkable to the Posbis for a “mechanical cousin” to stumble while 


walking backwards. Finally, my circular IR-screen guided me. 


“Faster!” urged Rhodan. “They’re starting to move. Pucky has found an 
escape route.” Again his voice was so faint that I could barely hear him. He 
was operating on only a fractional watt of energy. In addition, he had 
switched to scrambled transmission. Even if the Posbis were to hear us they 
would have difficulty deciphering our words. We heard another command: 
“Come! 


We are the true life form.” Although this was as unmodulated as before, I 
thought I detected an undertone of irritation. 


I used my last resort. The positronic side of the Posbis seemed to be 
convinced of our identity. Now it was time to win over their plasma side. I 
spoke rapidly to them: “Fear... flight... lies... danger... rust... 
warning... fear!—fear!” 


“Follow us,” called Rhodan. His voice was louder with urgency. He 
seemed to grasp the purpose of my strategy with the Posbis. 


Then I heard Anztan speaking into his symbol transmitter. He also shouted 
a broken series of frantic words. The only interpretation could be that these 
were the uncontrolled emanations from a robot brain that was close to a 
breakdown. As we started to run, Rhodan and Pucky put out similar cries of 
confusion. 


After a few steps, Rhodan rose from the ground. His propulsion unit was 
already operating. As he flew away at greater speed, I also turned on the 
antigrav and impulse driven Anztan was slightly delayed in regulating his 
equipment properly. Pucky navigated toward the massive steel edifices on 
the other side of the spaceport. The closer we approached them the vaster 
they appeared to us. 


Trellis masts of varying heights obscured our view into the distance. All we 
could see was sectional fragments of what lay beyond. Giant towers rose 
like enormous silos into the darkness of Everblack’s sky. When I angled 
my nav jet for greater altitude the narrow band of the Milky Way rose 
above the horizon. 


During our flight we continued to receive calls from the Posbis. This led 
me to the new idea that their prompt and logical answers may not have 
come from the machines we saw in the hangar. Probably a central station 
had cut in, which made the situation more bizarre. Who or what was in 
command on Everblack? Were concentrated masses of plasma involved 
whereby their cell density made the whole thing capable of creative 
thinking? 


Did a robot brain exist like that of the Arkonide Regent? If this were true, it 
must be working in cooperation with the plasma. Or were there competent 
entities here who were strictly monitored by both elements? Under certain 
conditions they might unite as a single unit, in case of danger or if certain 
things could not be handled alone by one of the lesser commanding 
elements. Countless questions kept crowding my mind. 


I crossed over a main thoroughfare which consisted of an energized series 
of gratings, over which shapeless clumps of material were being 
transported. Heavy tubular conduits completed the impression of a 
chemical factory, which might just as well have been a synthetics plant or a 
station for transforming low quality raw material into smeltable ores. 
Soaring like slender minarets, 400—and 600-—meter towers served for 
transmitting power. Insulation screens were provided against short circuits. 
The power flowed from tower to tower peak. Now and then there were 
lightning discharges which flooded Everblack for fractions of seconds with 
beams of brilliance. 


Pucky flew at a breakneck speed between thoroughfares, tube systems and 
weirdly-angled structures until he finally headed for a landing between 
some structures that looked like beehives. My energy sensor came alive. In 
the modular compartments of the structures, each more than 100 meters 
high, powerful nuclear processes were in operation. We had found a power 
plant, whose radiations would shield us against being traced for the time 
being. 

Although the flight had not required any physical exertion, I was breathing 
hard when I landed. We immediately went into our cable hookup again in 
order to minimize the danger of being overheard. I heard Perry panting, 
which meant that even the steel-muscled Terran athlete was experiencing 
sudden fatigue. 


“Let’s eat!” he ordered abruptly. “The concentrates are enriched with all 
types of good nutrients. Then we’ll take a regenerating tablet. I hope no one 
is carrying any of the more powerful stimulants. Some of them are poison, 
even if the initial effect makes you feel that you could uproot a tree.” 


“To whom are you speaking?” asked the Ara. “One hour of sleep would be 
enough.” 


I took my concentrate and then swallowed a regeneration tablet, which was 
a product of the witches’ cauldrons of the Aras. The preparation took the 
place of sleep through very rapid activation of the cells and a cleansing of 
the metabolic processes. Indirectly a blood purification was also involved. 
The effects were felt within 10 minutes. If in addition one could rest for 


about 30 minutes it felt as if one had relaxed for 12 hours. My hunger 
pangs subsided. I permitted myself to take a quarter liter of liquid which 
contained all important vitamins and various Terran trace elements. After 
that I lay down on the metal deck plates and closed my eyes for a few 
moments. My cell activator beat against my chest, adding additional 
strength. 


Rhodan and Anztan followed my example. Pucky remained awaken Even 
though their physical strength was less than ours, mousebeavers needed 
very little sleep. The rest did us good. If the Posbis would leave us alone 
for just a quarter of an hour it would greatly improve our situation. I fell 
into a light slumber, from which I was awakened by Pucky’s voice. 


“Get up—they’re coming. The impulses aren’t friendly. I pick up some 
emanations of sympathy, but there’s something else that I can’t quite figure 
out...” 


7. 
WEAPON OF MADNESS 


Our camouflage was good, and our suits’ defense screens were even better. 
We could absorb or reflect more energy than would have been possible 
with portable devices of normal design. During our new flight I had 
exhausted every trick of robot psychology, but now the mysterious Posbi 
leaders were bent on forcibly finding out who or what had actually landed 
on their world. 


I spoke to them repeatedly of our fear and the destroyed carrier ship, 
representing the latter as having been a part of us. Their answers proved 
that the small spacecraft’s powerful individual absorber had worked to the 
end. No organic impulses had been picked up from Tuner or his six 
commandos. I had already guessed as much and had built my delaying 
action accordingly. But now every possibility had been exhausted. 


Our flight led us from one industrial station to the other. If Everblack had 
ever possessed continents their outlines were no longer discernible. One 
mammoth installation followed another in row after row. There was not 
even such a concentration of industry on Arkon III, although my ancestors 
had been building there for 20000 years and had used up every last corner. 


Now we were about 50 miles from the place where we had rested. But the 
Posbis were everywhere. To my surprise I had seen machines here which 
were like those we had observed on Mechanica. From then on I was 
convinced that the Posbis had originated in the shops and laboratories of 
the extinct Mechanica intelligences. From such beginnings a robot dynasty 
had developed which possessed every means of self-fabrication. The proof 
of that lay visibly before us. 


I stood behind a press which did not operate with dies like Arkonide or 
Terran machines. Instead, transparent force fields were used to give form to 
the sheet metal held between them. This power press process seemed to be 
exact to the thousandths of a millimeter since no finishing stage was 
required. The pressed forms were taken away on antigrav conveyors to 
disappear in other machine rooms. There they were joined into robot shells 
and welded together. Thousands of Posbis per minute were being produced. 
They generated themselves with fully-automated machinery, whose 
programming must have been unique. This pointed again to the best robot 


designers in the galaxy: namely, the erstwhile beings of Mechanica. 


We had been closed in on all sides. The only curious fact was that no 
attempt had yet been made to fight us with more effective weapons. We had 
registered well-aimed shock beams, but they had been repelled from our 
defense screens. Then the Posbis had employed typical anti-robot weapons. 
We were showered with swift projectiles which released highly ionized 
gases upon detonation. 


At the moment there was a lull. Only our symbol receivers continued 
incessantly. In an almost gentle tone we were requested to give up our 
frightened resistance. All they wanted to do was to find out if we were true 
life forms. This would entail a simple disassembly, after which we would 
be put together again. 


At the word “disassemble” my eyes blurred with moisture for a moment. At 
the same time I understood what had motivated these insidious creatures to 
handle us so gently. They believed my story but for security reasons they 
wanted to double-check to see if their new colleagues were genuine. 


Perry had arrived at the conviction that our individual absorbers had played 
out their usefulness. The Posbis were no longer completely fooled as on 
other missions. In the interim they had acquired more experience. We could 
count ourselves lucky that they had not attacked us with heavier weapons, 
still in the hope of being able to repair us after we were captured. In any 
case I was not interested in being very effectively disassembled by a Posbi. 


Rhodan’s voice sounded clearly in my helmet. “Location change in one 
minute.” From the start of the open attacks we had dispensed with radio 
silence, but in spite of this we had been traced. “Our goal is the 
neighboring room. [ll cut a hole in the divider wall with my disintegrator. 
Ready? Pucky, what did you find outside?” 


The mousebeaver had just returned from a short teleport jump. He had 
taken a look around. For him it would not be problematical to remain 
hidden until the arrival of the 14th Fleet. Unfortunately we did not possess 
his talents. 


“IT saw much too much,” he answered. “A whole army of them is standing 
in the open factory areas. Where did they all came from?” 


Dr. Anztan emitted a sound that expressed his fear. We had all tried to 
reassure the old man as much as possible. I was thinking that our common 
enemy had united three men here who were from three different galactic 
races. Now and again I had secretly dreamed of reducing the interests of all 
intelligences of the Milky Way to a common denominator, but I knew it 


was senseless to indulge in such thoughts. 


While Rhodan’s disintegrator began to scintillate and the opposite metal 
wall started to crumble, I made an experiment. After setting my symbol 
transceiver to its highest volume, I braced my impulse gun against my 
breastplate and slowly took aim. Behind one of the farm presses stood a 
Posbi. These strange creatures took great pains to avoid being seen, but I 
had already shat down eight of them. Each time I had noted something and 
now I wanted to investigate it further. I suspected that I was on the track of 
an important discovery. 


I waited until I caught a gleam of metal and followed through. The thermo 
gun discharged soundlessly. I didn’t feel its vibrations because my shoulder 
brace was well insulated. But the sun-bright glow of the energy beam 
became visible in my IR-screen. Far ahead the shot struck home. The press 
exploded and the Posbi was hurled away from it. 


I did not hear the usual thundering report because of the absence of air in 
the place, so I listened sharply until my symbol receiver started up again. I 
was getting a strange impulse which I finally identified as an emergency 
signal. This time the simultaneous translator did not function satisfactorily. 
Apparently it couldn’t interpret the symbol. It sounded like “hoeii ... hoeii 


A number of Posbis rushed to the badly damaged robot and dragged it so 
quickly to the next cover that I couldn’t observe anything more. Why did 
they take this rescue action? Considering their mass fabrication, should it 
make any difference if one robot was melted down here or anywhere else? 


Dr. Anztan had observed the incident. “A curious reaction, wouldn’t you 
say?” he called aver the helmet radio. “I'll try to figure an answer to that.” 


“Then you’d better hurry,” called Rhodan. “All ready? Let’s go!” 


We rose up and started to run. Only a few ionizatian shots were fired after 
us. But at the spot we had just left we saw another object land and smash 
open. A sticky mass poured out of it. 


Pucky shouted indignantly. “They wanted to glue us down! I’ve seen that 
stuff. When it lands on machines they come to a stop immediately.” 


In the wall opening he paused to turn around while activating his 
paranormal faculties. The greenish flood lifted up from the floor in long, 
viscous ropes of sticky substance and flew away to the right. Two 
incautious Posbis were covered with it. The bio-robots’ desperate efforts to 
free themselves subsided in a few moments. As stiffly as wooden puppets 
they keeled over. 


I sprang swiftly into the other roam. Here machines were also at work. Still 
steaming from the isolation process, endless cable strands were shooting at 
high speed from thousands of extrusion dies. At the moment there were no 
Posbis in sight, but the situation changed quickly. We took cover again and 
opened up with our weapons. I shut down my optical system to its weakest 
reception level. The violet glow of the energy beams was so filtered out 
that they seemed to be mere dull-red threads of light. 


Everywhere pieces of equipment and machinery exploded. We fired 
indiscriminately into the confusion, and again we made headway 
surprisingly fast. Once more the crippled Posbis were hidden away by their 
companions. As soon as a Posbi would fall, the other bio-robots would 
forget the attack in order to drag the smoking remains away. Each time I 
heard the same strange sound in my receiver. 


Rhodan called to the mousebeaver and told him to teleport us one after the 
other to someplace that was at least 20 miles removed from our present 
position. It was the last way out. Anztan was to be the first to go with him. 
Pucky rushed out from cover and permitted the Ara to throw his arms 
around him. But while he stared in paranormal concentration, something 
happened that I had long been expecting. Now the tables were turning. 
Inside my suit a murmuring started that rose to a painful whine. The sound 
continued to become louder. I felt my armor plate begin to rattle. 


“Vibration beams!” yelled Rhodan. “Watch out! The energy screens can 
transmit the effects through the field projectors! Pucky, hurry it up!” 


I could hardly hear the rest of his words. Everywhere the instruments in my 
suit were clattering and shaking. There was not an indicator that was not 
registering the impact of the vibrations. I realized that the Posbis wanted to 
disable us mechanically. Probably their beams were at low intensity for the 
moment while they waited to see the results. Anztan had let go of Pucky. 
Under this bombardment the little fellow didn’t seem to be able to 
concentrate. 


“arco... beamers...ickly ...!” 


That was all I could catch from Anztan’s words, but I guessed what he was 
trying to say. Rhodan also thought the time had come to use our weapons. 
Until now we had refrained from using the Posbi-attuned narco beamers. 
We had wanted to wait as long as possible. 


Plagued by a piercing headache, I tore the clumsy device from the magnetic 
holster on my belt. It looked like a thick tube with a contoured pistol stock. 
Without having time to aim, I pressed the trigger. I heard no report from 


the Mechanica-designed weapon. I tanned my surroundings with it, 
probably hitting my friends, but I kept on firing. I was counting on harming 
no one but the Posbis because the new N-Beams were especially attuned to 
their plasma frequency. Although my ears were still ringing I sensed that 
the vibration attack was lessening. With my wide fanning angle of fire I 
could cover the entire large chamber. 


Minutes passed before I could hear anything. My sense of sight cleared 
slowly. In front of my feet lay the Ara. Pucky was curled up on the floor, 
flailing about him with his elastic arms. Rhodan’s armored suit swayed like 
a tree in the wind but he still stood on his feet. I wanted to ask why he was 
yelling like a madman. It still took a while for my befogged brain to grasp 
the facts. In front of us, beside us and behind us, an unreal spectacle was 
transpiring. The scenes were like something from trashy horror films, and 
yet they were real. 


“It’s enough to drive a person insane!” Rhodan exclaimed. 


He could now be clearly understood, but in between his words other sounds 
impinged. They had the metallic overtones of the simultaneous translator: 
“Love the Innermost, save the Core!” 


This plea, which was probably a command to all Posbis, was transmitted 
with more volume than anything we had experienced so far on Everblack. 
Again and again we heard the words: “Love the Innermost-save it!” 


I staggered back under cover and Perry followed me. No one paid any 
attention to us. Only 3 meters away a Posbi was going through a spinning 
motion. It lay flat on the floor, flailing about with its four linked arms, and 
was rotating so fast that its outer shell was heating up. A few feet beyond 
stood a totally undamaged machine. With extended work tools on the end 
of its tentacles, it was removing its leg and breastplates. I wanted to rub my 
eyes but my hands banged against the metal of my helmet. I had forgotten 
to remove them from the elasto-sleeves. 


“But this can’t be true!” shouted Rhodan, completely bewildered. He 
turned and pressed his helmet against mine. “It just can’t be true!” he 
repeated. “What’s happened? Do you hear those calls? Somebody’s 
supposed to save the Innermost. What the devil is that! Have I lost my 
mind? Why don’t they attack anymore?” 


“The-the narco emanations,’ I stammered. “They’ve paralyzed the 
synthetic brains. But don’t ask me things I can’t explain. I only know that 
the new beamers work perfectly. Somehow they drive the Posbis crazy.” 


“But how come they dismantle themselves? That makes no sense. What’s 


the meaning of their distress call?” 
“T can explain it,” announced the Ara. 


He stood up but I pulled him to one side. A raving Posbi came running 
from a transverse aisle, dashed by his self-dismembering companions and 
crashed with full impact against a machine. He sprang back and ran again 
and again against the machine until he finally lay there with a shattered 
breastplate. But his arms continued working. They pulled at his head case 
and ripped it off. When this happened, the exposed positronic brain began 
to emit brilliant flashes. I counted five intervals per second. 


“Don’t—don’t fire!” warned Anztan. He was exhausted. I had to support 
him. “Don’t shoot-it isn’t necessary any more. I’ve found the answer to the 
riddle!” 


“Well then tell us!’ I shouted, beside myself. My nerves were just about 
frayed out. 


“Before they were narcotized, the brains emitted a distress impulse. They 
are individualistic and have a highly developed instinct of self- 
preservation. When only a few Posbis were shot, the same signal was given 
that you have heard. The transmitting station is obviously linked to a true 
robot brain, but in the sporadic cases it did not take over. But it’s another 
matter when a large number of Posbis are so badly damaged that their 
organic sensory sectors are endangered. Then the Posbis are obligated to 
destroy their relatively worthless bodies. They must tear open their shells 
and expose the hardcase metal capsules that contain the irreplaceable 
plasman Look-there come the salvage machines. They only take the steel 
brain capsules out of the robots.” 


I had finally comprehended the situation. We watched in tense excitement 
as hundreds of variously shaped machines glided, floated or hopped into 
the hall. After pausing momentarily by each demolished Posbi they would 
extract the silvery capsules and store them in repositories they carried with 
them. Finally they would surrender the entire supply to flying units which 
would load up and disappear swiftly. In so doing they broke through the 
roof of the machine room. On Everblack, nothing seemed as important as 
the preservation of the bio-plasma. 


Once the robots had been relieved of their capsules they glowed with a 
blinding light and melted down into shallow puddles of molten metal. So 
the removal of their auxiliary brains meant suicide. Now I thought I 
understood why we had never succeeded in capturing a fully operative bio- 
robot. They had always dissolved into a molten mass, to the 


accompaniment of diabolic laughter which had been sensed by the mutants. 
The mutants! 


I turned in alarm to search for Pucky. He lay on the floor and was 
squirming and jerking with cramps. Yet there was no sound from him. A 
glance at his exterior controls showed me that he had shut off his helmet 
radio. I ran toward him but bent down too hastily, striking my chin against 
the automatic control of my air-conditioning unit. When I turned on 
Pucky’s radio we heard his cries. 


We called to him. Rhodan used the regulator to inject fresh oxygen into his 
suit. When that didn’t help, I snapped open the compartment for emergency 
injections. The Terran engineers had even thought of that. The automatic 
dosage contained a nerve suppressant which did not affect the mind. 
Moments later, the little fellow got control of himself. With a final moan he 
became silent. We could see his large eyes behind the viewplate as he took 
in the situation. 


He called out to us in agitation. “They’re all sending telepathic distress 
signals! Hey—what have you done to me? I don’t feel anything. What did 
you do?” 


“It won’t last long. Your nerves have been blocked. What was wrong?” 


“Tt was horrible. When you started firing the narco beams I sensed a mental 
moaning and howling that was like 1000 ships taking off all at once. That’s 
about the way it sounded in my head before I could set up my mono-block. 
And there was also a super strong para-impulse—a command. Something 
about saving ‘the Innermost... *” 


“All right, little friend, calm yourself. The same message came through 
mechanically. We’ve found the key to defense against the Posbis.” 


“It was horrible,” repeated Pucky with a shudder. “We heard this kind of 
whimpering before at a smaller intensity. It must come from their plasma 
cores. They’re afraid—crying for help.” He was confirming Anztan’s theory. 


“We are leaving this place,” said Rhodan, getting back to business. He had 
obviously recovered from his shock. “Let’s fly through those gaps in the 
ceiling. Pucky, are you able to locate the master control center?” 


The little fellow got up quickly. The injection had worked its miracle. We 
activated our flight units and soared upward. No one bothered us. Those 
who had been attacking us before were now molten puddles or scrap heaps. 
Hundreds of other machines ran or rolled about in the large hall, being 
solely programmed for salvaging the plasma capsules. The unknown 
central control must have switched off—a further indication of how 


important the plasma cores were. We had become a minor factor by 
comparison. 


We flew outside into the eternal night of Everblack. Pucky intimated that 
he had traced the location of the central control. It was approximately 500 
miles distant. 


“Those salvage units didn’t have any sensory-emotional sectors, 
incidentally,” commented Dr. Anztan. “That means there are two different 
kinds of life forms here, if you’ ll pardon the expression.” 


I pardoned him. I would have agreed to anything to get out of this infernal 
world. I looked at the time and laughed bitterly. Four hours and 32 minutes 
had passed since our landing. We had held out that long against an entire 
world of automated technology. The small span of time had seemed to me 
an eternity. If Bell was holding a tight schedule, by now he could be into 
his 2nd or 3rd stage of the linear flight. He too was bound to the limitations 
of the technical requirements. 


It would be foolish to come out at full speed over a world where there were 
no planned landing facilities other than the enemy’s, and with the threat of 
the fragment ships facing them. If Bell was smart enough to bring the 14th 
Fleet to its goal in first-class condition, he would still be able to turn right 
around and go home. In the worst case he could just as well blow up his 
fighting giants because a return trip wouldn’t then be possible. 118000 light 
years plus the return trip was 236000 light years in all-the maximum limit 
for normal ships. Special units could do a bit better, but in that case it was 
necessary to improve the armaments and keep food supplies and crew to a 
minimum so as to save cargo space for spare parts. 


We were not yet capable of conquering the Cosmos. Besides, we had 
enough to do within our own Milky Way. It was foolish and presumptuous 
to penetrate the intergalactic abyss this far with ships that were as yet 
unsuitable for the purpose. I had to look at things with a clear eye. At least 
I wasn’t subject to as many illusions as seemed to be the case with the 
headquarters staff of the Terrans. Even Rhodan had been caught up in the 
frenzy of greater speed and greater distances. 


If we should ever leave Everblack, our accident would be a lesson to us. 


Pucky announced that we were approaching the central control. In our 
symbol receivers the same call continued to repeat itself: “Love the 
Innermost-save it!” 


8. 
SCHIZO WORLD 


We didn’t intend to risk our necks again. This time we were making use of 
the capabilities of the best and most versatile mutant in Terra’s arsenal. 


Pucky felt strong enough to teleport myself, Rhodan and Anztan. We had 
been traced down again. In this part of the planet there was still order and 
calm. The effects of our narco beamers had not yet been felt here. We kept 
the new weapons ready for use. They were the most suitable of all for 
fighting the Posbis. 


Slightly more than a mile ahead of us was the loftiest tower we had yet 
seen. But its soaring height was not as impressive as its mighty girth. The 
skyscraper stood in the center of an open area whose surface was relieved 
here and there by dome-like protuberances. Some of the latter receded 
under ground at our approach while others emerged to view. Pucky 
explained that these were defense batteries which had been placed there to 
protect the control central. The open area, measuring about 1 km across, 
was also surrounded by an energy grid. The guard beams reached as high 
as 100 meters where their termination was marked by a shimmering circle. 


We had reached our goal, but from now on only the teleporter could help. I 
wouldn’t have dared break through the guard ring. Flying over it was also 
not advisable. We had too much respect for the Posbis’ excellent tracking 
devices, nor were their defenses to be sneezed at. 


Our energy sensors indicated that there were power plants beneath the 
ground. Also we suspected that a giant robot brain was located here. 
Plasma and mechanical elements were densely concentrated in the area, 
both of which were under protection of the fortresses. 


Just then my impulse sensor reacted. 


“Tracked again,” said Rhodan. “We should have about 10 minutes at the 
most. I’m wondering what the Posbis have learned so far from the mess we 
caused in the factory building.” 


I was pessimistic. If Anztan’s theory was correct and high concentrations 
of plasma were capable of valid thinking processes, then our luck had 
played out. We were picking up a continuous series of mysterious symbol 
communications which were evidently being exchanged between the 


positronic brain and some plasma-organic entity. 
“They’re arguing with each other!” Anztan exclaimed. 


I couldn’t figure out to what extent the dissension had developed between 
these two strange partners, but if it was happening the only cause of it had 
to be ourselves. I conjectured that the mechanical brain still thought we 
were second-rate machines whose programmed self-preservation circuits 
had been responsible for the general fireworks. But the thinking bio-plasma 
had seemed to comprehend that something was not right with us. With each 
passing moment, Pucky’s telepathic faculties became more sensitive. He 
reported that strong individual impulses were emanating from the tower. 


“When a house is divided—” Rhodan started to say. 


He didn’t finish his cryptic sentence because our simultaneous translators 
came to life. Our loudspeakers crackled and the mechanical voice rang out. 
By experience we knew that this was the tone used by the central’s robot 
commander. 


“Save yourselves from the false life form—I will attack!” 
I tensed, reaching instinctively for my weapon. 


“What was that?” whispered Anztan in a panic of fear. “That call doesn’t fit 
in with my theory. Who is supposed to save himself from the false life 
form? What’s the meaning of it?” 


“Destroy the false life!” came the command again. 


I became more apprehensive than I had been already to this point. The 
enemy gave us no further time to ponder the meaning of the command. 
Thousands of Posbis poured out of the ground openings and from the 
machine rooms lying behind us. We could also make out more of their 
flying units. I gambled everything on one card. 


“Pucky, get ready. Take Anztan into the central tower and find the plasma 
entity. Put the narco beamer to work immediately, Doctor. I agree with you 
that there should be a large cell concentration in there. Perry, where are you 
going?” 

The Terran had suddenly started running away from us. I heard his labored 
breath in my helmet speaker. 


“Perry—get back here! You can’t take them on all by yourself!” 


He hastened across the circular markers of the open area before the energy 
fence. I was about to activate my propulsion unit and go after him when I 
heard his calm reply. 


“Don’t get excited. I’ve just found out that my individual absorber was 


damaged. They’ve picked up my body emanation. That’s why the warning 
about the false life form. I’ve been detected as organic life. Stay where you 
are. If ’m near you, they’ll get you as well. ’'m going to try to fix my 
absorber. That vibrator attack must have really hit men Atlan—you will stay 
where you are! That is an order!” 


“To the devil with your orders, Terran! I’m the Imperator of the Arkonide 
Empire! We’re going to help you!” 

“You'll endanger yourselves!” he yelled back. “Use your head! They’ ve 
recognized me, so they’ll attack with deadly weapons. If I’m with you—” 


He interrupted himself and I noted that the approaching robots had changed 
their courses. Perry was now their target. Anztan and Pucky didn’t ask 
questions. In unison we raised our narco guns and opened fire. 


The characteristic streams of energy were not visible here. They didn’t 
generate any heat waves. But the reaction of the bio-robots was all the 
more apparent. In a few moments they were incapacitated and the same 
chaos broke out as before. 


“Love the Innermost-—save the Core!” came the thundering command from 
our symbol receivers. 


Hundreds and then thousands of bio-machines went in to their self- 
destroying action. We covered every recognizable target. Our hit 
probability was extremely high because the beamers were set for a wide 
fanning fire. We could hardly make out Rhodan’s direction of flight. The 
Posbis’ self-dismantling activity generated such strong infra-red radiations 
that I had to filter down my optics. 


The commanding brain continued to issue the same distress call. Then the 
ground opened up and countless salvage machines glided from the 
apertures to race after the craze d bio-robots. We kept up our fire. The 
plasma brains must not be allowed to recover. 


Now I could see Rhodan. He had freed himself from the chaos of flailing 
limbs and dismembered robot shells and flushing emergency lights, finally 
having reached the wall of a crescent-shaped building. He was not 
defending himself. Both his work arms and the elasto-sleeves hung limply 
at his sides. He had withdrawn his hands to be able to work inside his 
armored suit. 


“Pucky! Anztan! We’re flying over to him. Ready?” 


The little one disappeared in a shimmering haze, materializing immediately 
next to Rhodan. We followed him and landed by the same structure. 


“Love the Innermost-save it!” came the rattling plea incessantly from my 
symbol receiver. 


Pucky remained silent during all this. Apparently he was suffering again 
under the powerful para-impulses of the plasma, which sent out the same 
commands on a mental level. They seemed to control the true Posbis while 
the robot brain controlled the numerous special machines. 


The attack against Rhodan was abating. Or at least I thought so until an 
energy beam zipped past us and started melting the steel wall next to him. 


“Get back, you fools!” shouted Rhodan. “Don’t you see they only intended 
that for me? I’ve located the damage. The Wiesler converter is shorted out. 
I need 5 minutes. If you want to do something, then pull back far enough 
not to get hit. Try to pick out the attacking machines and shoot them down. 
They don’t have plasma-type brains. Use your thermo guns!” 


He was right. To the right and left of him the wall revealed glowing spots 
of energy impacts. Burst of sparks sprayed around him and fell like dying 
embers at his feet. We withdrew and took cover. I found an antigrav 
platform that was apparently used for transporting freight. 


“Anztan, you concentrate just on the Posbis. Fan the whole area with your 
narco beam. Pucky and I will fire at the combat robots.” 


Pucky sent off a shot and one of the flying units exploded. Then I realized 
where the attackers were coming from. They hovered above us and fired at 
Rhodan. The relatively light intensity of their attack indicated to me that 
they wouldn’t do anything in the world to endanger the frenzied bio-robots. 
This explained the poor results of their shooting. 


“Perry, run into the midst of the nearest crowd of bios!” I shouted into my 
microphone. “Get moving! Stay between the raving Posbis!” 


He understood. With wide leaps he left his position and reached the closest 
jumble of writhing bio-machines, who had not yet been relieved of their 
precious capsules. 


I shot down three opponents but then they developed another tactic. Three 
more of them plunged downward and landed close to Rhodan. I managed to 
get in a lucky shot and one of them exploded. Pucky lifted the second one 
with his telekinesis and slammed it against the ground. Just as Rhodan 
shouted that he had fixed his absorber, the third one turned upon him. 


tha 


“T did it!” Rhodan yelled again. “The absorber’s working 


I waited breathlessly. The combat robot paused. It stopped undecidedly 
before him while he stood there and stared directly into the shimmering 


muzzle of a raygun. I didn’t dare to fire. After a few seconds, the machine 
turned away. 


I heard a deep sigh of relief. The Terran’s cold-blooded composure could 
be astonishing, but this episode had brought him close to the edge of his 
control. Perry returned to us because now nobody concerned themselves 
about us. 


We swept the area once more with our narco guns. Then Pucky delivered 
Dr. Anztan into the tower. Perry was taken next, and I was last. 
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When I rematerialized and my vision cleared, I looked around me. Rhodan, 
Anztan and Pucky were already at work with their N-beamers. We had 
landed in a giant hall which apparently occupied an entire floor. It was at 
least 200 meters in diameter, which represented the outer width of the 
tower. 


Nevertheless there was hardly a place in the room where one could move 
freely. The floor area was covered with bell-like domes of a transparent 
material which measured about 50 meters in height. Between them were 
narrow passages where countless Posbis were already writhing about in a 
rage of dismemberment. Pucky had brought us to the control center. Inside 
the bell-jar domes pulsed tremendous masses of nerve plasma, which we 
had previously been able to obtain only in minute quantities. 


I did not ponder over this for long but instead started firing along with the 
others. The undulations behind the walls of the domes subsided more and 
more, until the weird material fell asleep. It was a complete narcosis which 
from our experience should hold out for at least an hour. 


Rhodan raced through the passageways and I followed him. In doing so I 
noticed a maze of tubular conduits which were part of an extensive air- 
conditioning system-—the first on Everblack! 


“The brains must be supplied with oxygen!” Anztan called to me. 
“Amazing! Every dome has its own system!” 


It became too difficult to use the passageways. Everywhere were the bodies 
of robot guards who had been caught in our fanning fire. I turned on my 
antigrav to a higher output level and rose on a thrust from the propulsion 
unit to the ceiling, where I set the automatic control to neutral. I floated 
there weightlessly. Clamping a work claw to a supporting pillar, I looked 
around me. From this vantage point I had a good overview of the place. 


Pucky called to us. “There are 9 levels here. The plasma domes are 
everywhere. Let’s go on. These here have had enough. Oh-I think they’ re 
in a frenzy, too! Pll have to put up my strongest defense block. Now 
they’re putting out a distress signal I haven’t heard before. It seems to be 
the highest alarm phase.” 


I could imagine what was going on in these thinking brains. They were 
helplessly exposed to our fire. All defense installations and attack units had 
failed, since Pucky had brought us directly inside the structure. Here the 
guards seemed to be Posbis exclusively, and they were likewise affected by 
our paralyzing fire. All defense installations and attack units had failed, 
since Pucky had brought us directly inside the structure. Here the guards 
seemed to be Posbis exclusively, and they were likewise affected by our 
paralyzing fire. 

I wondered how the mechanical portion of the command entity was 
reacting. As before, it was still generating nits distress signal: “Love the 
Innermost-save it!” By now this admonition seemed to be a bit out of date. 
We were attacking the nerve center of the planet. When I considered the 
logical inference of the situation, I concluded that from this point the 
control brain would have to try to secure the safety of the cell tissue in the 
tower. As for our side, I was gripped by an ecstatic sense of relief. If we 
succeeded in controlling the tower, we could wait for the arrival of the 
fleet. In any case, hell had broken loose on Everblack. 


Rhodan used his disintegrator to shoot a hole through the ceiling. We 
floated up to the next ceiling, clamped ourselves to the pillars, and 
proceeded to open fire on the undamaged domes below us. It only took a 
few moments for us to sweep the giant room. Then the same process was 
repeated at the next level. 


Pucky began to moan. His telepathic senses were being strained to the 
limit. When we were at the uppermost level he announced suddenly. “Now 
it’s getting better. They’re almost all asleep. We ought to vaporize them 
with disintegrators!” 


“Under no circumstances!” contradicted Rhodan sharply. “We will not go 
that far. It will be enough for me if we get out of this mess. Do not 
underestimate these creatures. They will learn fast, and a day will come 
when they will not react to the narco beams. Then I don’t want to reproach 
myself for having uselessly destroyed tons of intelligent plasma. Now pay 
attention. The narcosis only lasts an hour and we have to hold out until the 
fleet arrives. We have to keep this up. There are 9 levels here. Atlan, 
Anztan and I will cover three at a time at even intervals. You will seek out 


the domes one after another, saturate them with narco fire where necessary, 
and fly onward. Pucky will remain in reserve. If you—hello, do you read 
me?” 

“Naturally,” answered the mousebeaver. 


“If you pick up a waking impulse anywhere, go there at once and use your 
beamer. That’s the way we’ll keep the brain under control. We’ll keep in 
touch over radio. It doesn’t matter anymore if we’re overheard or not.” 


I allowed my suit to sink through the opening in the ceiling, while at the 
same time enlarging the aperture so that no one would get stuck there. 
Below I found hundreds of Posbis who were lying about in a demolished 
condition while waiting to have their sensory sectors salvaged. Their 
distress signal flashes sent out a brilliant light, but no one came to their aid. 


When I came to the ground level I was to regret that this world did not have 
an atmosphere. Humans and Arkonides were very dependent upon their 
sense of hearing to be able to correctly judge a situation. I found an 
antigrav lift whose neutralizing field was gleaming in high intensity. I 
cautiously stepped to the lip of the shaft and peered downward. Pucky had 
informed us that the basement level contained machinery rooms. 


I caught sight of automatic machines which apparently were intended for 
the fresh air supply to the domes. There was also a power plant. According 
to that, the plasma tower was independent of the outer world, except that its 
bio-mechanical guards had failed to perform. But that suited me just fine. 


“Atlan—is everything all right with you?” asked Rhodan. I swung the 
microphone closer to my mouth. “More or less,” I answered. “It’s just that 
I'd like to get out of this suit for a while. We should have taken another 
ship along and stationed it a few thousand light years away as a rescue 
backup.” 


I heard him clear his throat. My reproach hit home, because before the 
departure of the THEODORICH | had suggested using a light cruiser for 
that purpose. Rhodan had argued against it because he wanted to reduce the 
danger of being traced to a minimum. Besides, the flagship itself was to be 
on hand. No one had counted on the Gazelle being destroyed. Nor had 
anyone foreseen the chaos we had created on Everblack, for that matter. At 
the moment, a skilled pilot could have risked a landing in a space-jet to 
pick us up. The Posbis were occupied enough with themselves.” 

I’m sorry,” said Rhodan. “I should have accepted your suggestion. If we’re 
lucky, Bell will show up in about 50 hours. He will only order the most 
essential machine inspections.” 


The thought of holding out for another 50 hours was unbearable. During all 
that time we could not take off our combat suits. Then another thought 
came to me that almost cost me my life. I was wondering about the 
possibility of rigging up an air station which could be supplied from the 
tower’s system. 


The Posbis were actually very swift to learn. Or perhaps they were more 
intelligent than we gave them credit for. Our robot masquerade had played 
itself out. For some minutes now, the master robot brain must have realized 
that we did not represent “the true life.” A Posbi suddenly shot up through 
the lift shaft. Its weapon arm came up and I was looking straight into the 
blinding blast of an energy beam. 


My suit’s screen projector went into a howl. Flashing red lamps indicated 
that an overload limit had been reached. A second shot struck my screen. 
The impact was so great that I rolled across the floor. I was about to fire 
back but didn’t get that far. 


A ball of flame expanded from the spot where the Posbi had been. I 
staggered up with bells ringing in my head. The indicators still flashed red, 
but the load meter was dropping. 


“You should kiss my feet, great Arkonide leader!” said Pucky. “That will 
cost you 20 kilo-sized cans of strawberries from your private pantry. Is it a 
deal?” 


“It’s a deal, Little One,” I half stammered. “Good little buddy!” “Aha—so 
now I’m your good little buddy, eh?” giggled the mousebeaver. Then his 
tone changed. “Watch out! More of them are coming. What are you 
doing?” 

I fired my thermo gun and converted the antigrav lift into a heap of rubble. 
A number of Posbis fell back into it just as they arrived. Long jets of flame 
shot out of the shaft. The walls melted in places and sluggish drops of 
molten metal dripped downward. The temperature rose so high that we had 
to retreat. 


Moments later we lay on the floor of the second level and looked down 
through the hole in the ceiling. There was nothing to be seen of the Posbis. 
I fanned the plasma domes below with the narco beam. Pucky then 
disappeared, but not before reminding me once more of the strawberries. 
After that came a report from Anztan. “You should take a look outside!” he 
called. “Just make a hole in the outer wall. Then I'll explain a few things to 
you!” 


We stood beside each other and observed the battle between the Posbis and 
the normal robots. The planet trembled. Weapons were being used that I 
had never seen before. Atomic explosions occurred in such rapid 
succession that I had to filter down the [R-optics again. More than 10000 
glowing and melting bio-robots were lying in the open area behind the 
energy grid. They were defending the space in front of the tower as 
desperately as if they were trying to repulse an invasion. 


It was indeed an invasion, but it was completely misunderstood by the 
Posbis. We continued to receive the call from the master robot brain: “Love 
the Innermost-save the Core!” The relatively inferior salvage and repair 
machines followed this order with the stubborn obedience that only a robot 
could display. By tens of thousands they besieged the energy fence, 
concentrated the fire of their projectors, and pressed through the gaps. The 
armored defense domes were receiving a heavy bombardment. They 
seemed to be activated by a disaster circuit because they fired at the 
attackers—yet all the master robot wanted was to help the afflicted plasma in 
the tower. It was an unreal paradox. The sleeping brains could no longer 
take a hand in the situation. This was the only possible explanation for the 
chaos. 


The industrial installations of the planet looked like cities reduced by an 
atomic attack. I saw virtual seas of molten metal that intermittently erupted 
in mighty explosions. 

Dr. Anztan called out: “Do you see it now? As we suspected, there are two 
controlling units here. On the one hand there’s the thinking cell mass, and 
on the other is the giant positronic brain. The latter controls and directs all 
technical installations as well as the work machines. 


The plasma entity is responsible for the Posbis because it controls their 
sensory-emotional sectors. Also the tower has its own computer setup 
which supports the plasma brains with data, independently of the robot 
coordinator. “The plasma entity permits the master robot to take charge 
when only a few Posbis are in trouble. In such cases it waits for the brain 
capsules to be brought to safety. Now, however, the plasma concentrations 
themselves have been attacked. Without higher guidance the Posbis are 
responding to their hyperintronic programming logic, which demands that 
their most precious commodity must not be touched by mere stupid 
machine robots. And it is in fact logical, because unquestionably the 
salvage units would cut into the domes to take out the plasma brains. The 


simple machines are not capable of weighing the qualifying factors 
correctly. And incidentally the master robot isn’t able to, either, because 
it’s dependent upon the thinking community of plasma cells.” 


“That’s pretty heavy stuff, Great Maestro,” interjected Pucky. “I think you 
lost me somewhere. Atlan—are you thinking about my strawberries?” 


“Please control yourself, sir!” cried Anztan angrily. “Now is not exactly the 
time to speak of strawb-” 


A shrill laugh from Pucky: “Sir, he says! Did you hear that?” 
“Continue, Doctor,” ordered Rhodan. 


“Well, there’s not much more to explain. But I’m certainly convinced that 
similar conflicts of command are prevalent on all Posbi worlds. You can 
see, of course, where that can lead us. Who knows what would have 
happened if we had knocked out the master robot instead of the plasma 
brain? Perhaps then the Posbis would have attacked the guard units of the 
coordinator. It appears to me that we’ve found a very important deciding 
factor in any future battles with these bio-positronic creatures. No further 
deductions on this matter can be made without precise evaluation.” 


I was glad when Anztan finally finished. The state of affairs was so 
confusing that any logical framework could only be approximated. 
However, if the master robot brains of all the dark worlds were always at 
loggerheads with the synthetic plasma brains, then we had every prospect 
of being rid of this menace from the intercosmic void. 


The plasma tower swayed. The open area was already bathed in a reddish 
glow. The attacking salvage robots were shooting microfusion charges 
which apparently worked on the same principle as the transformation 
beams, resulting in a detonation after materialization next to the target. 
Pucky had blocked off his paranormal senses because he could no longer 
endure the mental anguish emanated by the multiple plasma sources. 

I was about to reenter the tower to cover another three levels again when I 
heard a shout from Rhodan that I couldn’t quite make out. I turned and 
raised my weapon but he didn’t seem to be in danger. He was close. Behind 
his viewplate I could see a portion of his face and I tensed. I had never seen 
the Terran in such obvious agitation. 

“What!?” he almost bellowed, his voice near to cracking. “What did you 
say? Who is speaking?” 

Then I heard it also in my helmet speaker. 


“Major Atlig, sir-commander of light cruiser, LONDON. We registered 


heavy energy surges on Everblack. I thought it a good idea to approach the 
planet and try to contact you.” 


Perry recovered quickly. “What’s your position?” 
“Three light months from Everblack, sir.” 
“And why are you in this sector of space?” 


“Orders of Solar Marshal Mercant. I was to follow the THEODORICH and 
wait at a safe distance. A few hours ago I received the flagship’s distress 
signal. I moved in closer about one light year.” 


“Major, why haven’t you contacted us sooner? We’ve been waiting 
desperately for the 14th Fleet.” 


“T have instructions not to call you under any circumstances, unless in my 
judgment you seemed to be in maximum danger. I was to function only as 
an observer.” 


“You're lucky that you finally made a decision. I’m going to have a little 
word with Mercant. Get under way immediately. When you come out over 
Everblack, launch a space-jet. I'll give the pilot a tracer signal. As soon as 
the jet is on target course, pull back into semi-space for 15 minutes. In that 
time we should have taken off and you can pick us up later. Is that clear?” 


When Atlig confirmed the instructions, I hear Anztan sigh. It sounded 
almost like a sob. I knocked on Rhodan’s armor plate. 


“Mercant is a sly old fox,” I said happily. “It’s a tremendous piece of luck 
that he didn’t let you confuse him. He followed my advice and sent a 
specially equipped State-class cruiser after the THEODORICH. That 
commander handled himself quite correctly.” 


“Nonsense!” retorted Rhodan. “If we hadn’t started the fireworks here, he’d 
still be out there in space and we’d have been left in the frying pan.” 


“You’re still at fault. You should have done better planning for an 
emergency. If Atlig were not the decision-making type, we’d still be 
waiting. In that minor-class ship he risked his neck to move in a light year 
closer. I know Mercant must have told him not to mix it up with the Posbi 
fragment ships under any circumstances.” 


“That would have gotten him into some real trouble,” commented Rhodan. 
“All, I hope now is that the space-jet lands before the plasma brains wake 


” 


up. 


Anztan was already on board the space-jet. We were in radio contact with 
the pilot. Pucky teleported back and beckoned to us. There was a question 
as to whether Perry or myself should go last. But Rhodan shoved me 
forward and the mousebeaver hooked a work claw into my shoulder ring. 
Before I could resist I had already rematerialized in the control central of 
the disc-shaped space-jet. 


The pilot was a lieutenant with coal-black crinkly hair, and his complexion 
was equally dark. He had demonstrated good tactical experience the way he 
had landed his craft in the main battle zone of Everblack. The defense 
screens insulated us from the raging thermal effects outside, and we could 
be certain that no one would attack us here. 


Then Pucky brought Rhodan on board. The lieutenant only grinned 
broadly. He made a fast takeoff before we were even properly seated. His 
name was Kono Matele, but by the way he flew he could have been the 
Devil himself. We felt a few gravs in spite of a full load on the inertial 
absorber. 


As Everblack fell away from us we noted that its surface was now 
emanating a normal level of infra-red. It was evident that large areas of the 
planet had been devastated. The robot battles would probably not cease 
entirely until the plasma brains awakened. 


A half hour later we were picked up by the LONDON. I crept out through 
the shoulder ring of my armored suit and blinked into the concerned faces 
of the ship’s officers. A physician was also present. Wordlessly he pointed 
to a contour bunk, which I fell into, exhausted. Now I could finally close 
my eyes without fear of being disassembled by a Posbi. 


“Is everything in order?” I heard Perry inquire. His voice sounded raw and 
husky. 


“Kalup maneuver in 3 minutes, sir,” replied the commander. “Sir—I’m sorry 
I didn’t contact you earlier. I thought you were fairly safe because we 
didn’t pick up any distress calls from you. I was told that your suits were 
equipped with powerful hyper transmitters.” 


I began to laugh out loud. Why hadn’t we simply sent out a call? All we 
had to do was switch frequencies. 


“What a bunch of heroes!” cried Pucky indignantly. “Didn’t any of you 
think that Mercant has a head of his own? What did I have to work myself 
almost to death for?” 


I hardly noted the transition into linear flight. Now we were truly safe for 
the first time. I looked across at Rhodan who was also in a contour bunk. 


“Forget it, Atlig,” he sighed. “Naturally you couldn’t reveal your position.” 


“Yes sir. Besides, I feared that I might inadvertently betray your own 
position with a directional beam.” “Yes, of course, of course!” Rhodan 
answered swiftly. He answered my smirk with a dark look. “What’s 
become of the THEODORICH, Atlig? Do you have any news?” 


“The ship arrived safely. Unfortunately, the damage to the pole canopy 
caused the fictive transmitter to be destroyed.” 


I sat up. Rhodan had turned pale. His cheekbones became more prominent 
as his facial muscles tensed. Atlig only seemed to have a vague idea of the 
import of his remark. We knew the transmitter had failed to respond, 
according to Claudrin’s last report, but this was the first time we knew that 
it was definitely gone. Without it we could be lost. It was the one weapon 
that had enabled us to counter the power of the fragment ships. 


Perry regained control of himself but his voice was dry. “Well, so much for 
that. Many thanks, Major Atlig. When you’ve completed your first leg of 
the linear flight, please send out a message. The 14th Fleet is to turn back at 
once. Stay in normal space until you get an answer from Reginald Bell.” 
We were taken into the sick bay. There we lay quietly beside each other. I 
became sleepy. Dr. Anztan was already breathing deeply and regularly. 
“We'll find an answer,” Rhodan whispered. “We have to find one! If they 
seriously consider attacking the galaxy it could be the end of us.” 

I refrained from answering him and occupied my thoughts with the events 
on Everblack. One thing that had to be clarified was the relationship 
between plasma brains and master robot controls. 

Before I fell asleep, my extra brain came through: “They are robots and 
such they will remain. Stay with that.” 

I no longer had the strength to ponder over this. Naturally robots were 
subject to their programming logic—naturally ... ! 


THE END 


Operation “Everblack” has resulted in a heavy loss to the Solar Fleet 
because the fictive transmitter, the only weapon capable of penetrating the 
Posbi defenses, had been destroyed. 


The seriousness of the situation is best understood by the men who watch 
on the edge of the Milky Way: the SENTINELS OF SOLITUDE! 


This is the title of the next Perry Rhodan adventure, written by Clark 
Darlton. 


